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Abstract 
Breaking the Fourth Wall:  
An Ethnodrama of Blackgirls’ Life Noes on Urban Schooling 
Cathryn A. Devereaux 
This study explored the K-12 urban schooling experiences of four Blackgirls attending an 
alternative high school in New Jersey from their perspectives and in their own words. Through 
the use of focus group interviews, semi-structured individual follow-up interviews, participants’ 
compositions of life note entries, participatory data analysis, and the co-construction of a 
participatory ethnodrama, this qualitative study was grounded in Endarkened Feminist 
Epistemology. The research explored the participants’ rich, meaningful, and culturally 
indigenous ways knowing and conveying their lived experiences to provide educators insight 
into the ways in which Blackgirls encounter and navigate urban schools and the intersections of 
those experiences with their personal lives. Themes that immerged included identity 
development, invisibility, school trauma and failure, connectedness, and personal transformation, 
which expand understandings of culturally responsive, trauma-informed approaches to urban 
schooling, anti-racism and racial literacy, educator sustainability, and prioritizing student voice 
in school improvement reform. 
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This was a long journey—one of late nights when I cried and wondered what the hell all 
of this was really for and one of immense passion and power as I shed tears of glory with my 
Committee who bore witness, carried me, and sustained my soul as I trudged through. I am a 
product of the Ghostown ‘hood, the daughter of the projects of both Newark and Harlem, and the 
granddaughter of cottonfields in North Carolina. I am a child of YHWH, a descendent of the 
enslaved and beaten, but never broken, stripped from the great West African kingdom, the 
grandniece of the first Black congressman of the state of New Jersey, and the wife and mother of 
the best things since sliced bread. These multi-layered identities that define me are ones for 
which the structures of the academy were not built, yet and still she persisted and prevailed. 
My story is not complete—nor would this journey be—without acknowledging the 
incredible tribe of beings who prayed, pushed, and propelled me through. Firstly, I must give 
honor to YHWH who is the head of my life—without Your perfect design, none of this would 
be. Next, I have to thank my mama, Debbie, who not only instilled in me the power and 
importance of dreaming big, but who also stayed up with me late nights, got up with me early 
mornings, proofread most of my papers—even when the jargon got mad complex, babysat my 
vivacious toddler, counseled me through, walked me through, and prayed me through (shoutout 
to her prayer group—Layne and Tracy). Mom, I hope you can see that the sacrifices that you 
made throughout my life have not returned to you void. Because of you, I can… and I did! I 
cannot thank you enough for all that you’ve done and all you continue to do so selflessly. To my 
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father, Craig, who has advocated for better education systems for Black and Brown folks in low-
income communities since before I can remember, it is no surprise that this is my work as well. 
Throughout my life, I’ve watched you dedicate yourself to a life of community service and 
advocacy, and your sense of character and integrity at the heart of your work is truly what I 
admire and hope to emulate most in mine. You are an honorable man of the people, and because 
of this, I have found my own voice and passion as well.  
To my grandparents, Bobby and Kit, I am eternally grateful that you are here to witness 
this day and see this journey to completion. You have endured more than I could ever imagine 
and achieved so much in spite of. You made sure that I was never lacking anything, and stood in 
the gap in times when I needed you most. It seems so fitting for me to have gone through this 
journey at Columbia, in New York City, where my grandfather drove the bus for MTA for 26 
years and my grandmother taught third grade for 25 years after obtaining her Masters degree in 
Education from City College. Behind your eyes, I can see the miles you’ve trekked from picking 
cotton until your fingers cramped and bled. I pray that you are proud of the legacy you’ve built, 
and I am proud that on your shoulders I stand. You always told me to reach for the stars and 
you’ll hold the ladder, and throughout the course of my 32 years here on earth, you have kept 
that promise and done just that. Thank you for always holding me down and having my back. 
To my chairperson and mentor, Mark, I have not the words to express what your 
investment in me over these last few years has meant. Being at a place like TC can feel very 
disorienting without having found your “people,” and I remember the day like it was yesterday 
when I walked into your “Race, Leadership, and the School-to-Prison Pipeline” class and 
everything in my life up to that point just made absolute sense. I didn’t realize back then that you 
would wind up guiding my doctoral process and career in academe, but this journey has been the 
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ultimate proof that YHWH makes no mistakes, and in the words of Paulo Coelho, “Everything 
has been written by the same hand.” Thank you for seeing something in me worth taking a 
chance on, for giving me “the game” so that I had the tools I needed to thrive in the academy, 
and for putting me in positions to gain access and experiences that I would never have even 
considered. I cannot imagine what this process would have been like without your guidance and 
support, and I’m so grateful that I don’t have to! And thank you to Angela and Nia for sacrificing 
some of your family time so that I could successfully complete this program and secure a job!  
To Yolie, my soul sistah, second reader, guiding light, and inspiration in this work and in 
life. You are everything, and everything is you! I am so grateful to have encountered you early 
on in my doctoral journey—just when I was about to give it all up, thinking there was no real 
place for me in academia. You helped me to change that narrative; enlightened me to all of the 
unlearning I needed to do regarding how I saw myself and the world and how I told my story and 
the stories of others; and showed me that I can be my whole self and carve out the safe spaces 
that I need to sustain myself because that is how you survive this. You pulled me through in 
ways you could never fully know, but I do, and I am forever grateful for the place you hold in 
my heart and in my life. 
To Celia, my forever professor and friend, for the decade that I’ve known you, you have 
always had my back. You are a true ally, and I appreciate the many ways in which you have 
gone to bat for me over the years. Thank you for caring about the work that I do, for guiding my 
process in times when I felt lost, for being completely honest with me when I needed to hear 
truth, and for always seeing me. To Felicia and Alisha, my favorite folks to see on campus! I 
love you ladies endlessly! I couldn’t have survived this feat without you looking out for me in 
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the ways you ALWAYS did. I appreciate you for always giving me that feeling of being home 
and having family in a space that rarely offers that to us. Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! 
To my sisters, Christina and Camille, who listened to my rants, challenged my research 
and opinions, and made time to laugh with me when I needed it most, I appreciate you. To my 
little brother, Alan, who had to sacrifice lots of quality time because of my crazy schedule, just 
know that I got you, and we will most assuredly make up for lost time! After all, I have to make 
sure you’re not always stuck hanging out with dad! LOL! To my family and friends who endured 
this process with me, respecting the times when I could not talk to you, be there for you, 
celebrate and laugh with you, support you, and just plain old kick it with you, thank you for your 
patience, understanding, and love. To the Red Tea Crew, I love y’all for real. Thank you for 
holding me accountable and for allowing me to work on my goals alongside you. To Shamari 
and Kisha, my cohort study group and homies for life, I appreciate and love y’all to the moon 
and back. You curated a safe space for and with me so that we could unapologetically be 
ourselves. I’m so glad that our paths crossed back then, and I cannot wait to continue to 
collaborate with you two powerful forces as we continue on our journeys! To all my doctor 
friends, family members, and mentors that came before me and shared your wisdom, 
experiences, laughs, struggles, and prayers, I thank you and I am proud to be in the number! 
To my girls, the Recovering Ladies—Jasmyne, Mynia, Trinity, and Euphoria, without 
whom this work would truly not be possible, I am absolutely honored to have been able to walk 
beside you, to labor with you, and to provide a platform for you to tell your stories. I thank each 
of you individually and collectively for being a part of this, for bearing it all, and for letting me 
be a witness. You are beautiful, powerful, courageous, and dynamic. May your stories live on 
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forever and change the lives of every person they encounter. You all are the absolute Truth. 
Shine forever and ever, Young Queens! 
To my son, Carter, thank you for enduring this with me through your first two years of 
life. You are, by far, my favorite writing partner, study buddy, and procrastination pal! You are 
the only person who has heard every word of this dissertation—particularly because when I 
write/type, I do so aloud, and since you were by my side throughout the entire writing process, 
although you’re only two years old, you should know this work as well as I do! I pray that the 
work I do in the education field will one day make this world a better place for you. You have 
taught me so much about life, patience, prioritizing, pausing, fighting through, and doing what I 
gotta do “by any means necessary.” You have motivated me, and continue to motivate me, in 
ways you’ll never fully understand. Know that I am wholly in your corner. Know that whatever 
you want to do and be in your life, you can do and be. Know that I’ll be there rooting for you and 
supporting you every step of the way. Know that I love you more than life itself. This is all for 
you. 
Finally, to my husband, Jaison, who has taken big leaps with me time and time again—
from selling all of our belongings and backpacking across five continents, to eloping on a 
mountaintop in Santorini, Greece, to entering into this doctoral program, having a baby during 
this doctoral program, and finally completing this doctoral program, we did it, Babe! Thank you 
for believing I could, even when I came home crying from the first night of class after I couldn’t 
understand a single word in the reading and the professor called on me to give my thoughts on it 
and I hadn’t the slightest clue of what to say. When I told you this place wasn’t for me and this 
program wasn’t for me and this wasn’t what I thought it would be and I just couldn’t do it, you 
still believed. For five years, you made sure that I had everything I needed in order to fulfill my 
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purpose. You held it down on all fronts while simultaneously lifting me up every step of the way. 
I forward every congratulations to you; they are OURS! And with each one, I offer my deepest 
sentiments of gratitude to you for being the man that you are to me and allowing YHWH to work 
through you to keep our unit afloat and thriving. You are everything I could have prayed for in a 
husband, partner, and friend and then some. I love you exponentially, boundlessly, and 











To the Recovering Ladies: Jasmyne, Trinity, Euphoria, and Mynia for your willingness to 
unapologetically be who you are and your openness to allow me to get to know you and the 
stories you hold in your hearts. “You are the perfect verse over a tight beat.” 
 
To the Blackwomen who have come before me and the Blackgirls who got next… In the 















Part One: For Colored Girls Who Survive Urbicide When Wearing Masks is Enough 
I grew up in the hood, in a one-bedroom apartment inside a four-family house, where the 
sounds of gunshots rang out outside my plastic-covered windows every night. I lived among 
family members, gangbangers, drug dealers, crackheads, and mice. It was a place of love and 
faith amidst hopelessness, rage, and fear. It was home. It was not uncommon for my friends and 
schoolmates to go to juvie; to stay back; to ditch school, drop out, or fight; to get pregnant at a 
young age; or to join gangs. As children born of a people who had endured centuries of systemic 
racism, oppression, and marginalization in the United States, we were desensitized to these forms 
of urbicide—the widespread and deliberate destruction of an urban environment (Coward, 2009). 
This was all normal for us. It was home. It was hula-hoops and Skip-Its, Double Dutch and 
Swing, Swing, Swing to My Limousine. It was carjacks and stolen bikes, drive-bys and joy rides. 
It was Quarter Waters and Icees, Now-and-Laters and candy cigarettes. It was home. It was 
African dance class and basketball cheerleading, Girl Scouts and church camp. It was “Who you 
wanna be: Beyoncé, Kelly, Latoya, or Latavia?” at hotel sleepovers. It was Vaseline and Timbos, 
parking lots and afterschool fights. It was regular classrooms in cold trailers and gifted 
classrooms in moldy basements. It was emphasis on obedience and “teachings” of Columbus 
from tattered textbooks, and of Martin Luther King only on his birthday. It was all Black and 
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Latinx folks, plus one Jewish family, and schools with mostly white teachers who didn’t get us, 
feared us, and demanded that we assimilate or face judgement. It was home. 
Before I had even reached the age of double digits, I understood that the girl I had to be 
in the classroom was not the same girl I needed to be on the playground. My teachers would 
never have believed me capable of telling someone where to go and how to get there using 
ungodly four-letter words, in the same way that my friends would never believe that I enjoyed 
reading the thesaurus at home, or that their callous jabs at my skinny legs really did hurt my 
feelings. I was “Super Honor Roll” meets “Ratchet Girl Anthem,” but, to the world, I could 
never be both simultaneously. The world simply would not allow it, and I knew how to read the 
world. I knew which parts of myself to hide and which ones to showcase, because the world 
could not handle all of me at once. I knew how to mold myself into who I needed to be at any 
given time. This was a gift and a curse: the gift of being accepted, praised, and promoted, but the 
curse of losing myself along the way. 
This was Blackgirlhood1 for me. It was shadows and phantoms, spotlights and shooting 
stars. It was masquerades and dress-up with on switches and off buttons. It was spoken word 
poetry and monologues in broken mirrors. It was stories written, yet untold. It was downstage 
front and center, yet waiting in the wings. It was music and dance, yet silence and stillness. It 
was running in the rain and standing in the sun. It was laughter and tears. But most of all, it was 
art. I never did away with the old spoken word poetry that I wrote on the backs of receipts; the 
songbooks, journals, and diaries; the doodles in the margins of my composition notebooks; and 
the general reflections of Blackgirlhood that I created as a child. To this day, whenever I dig 
them out of kept memory boxes, they remind me that I am human, that I am powerful, and that I 
 
1    Throughout this paper, I will use the terms “Blackgirlhood,” “Blackgirls,” and “Blackwomen” to refer to Black 




was here. When I lose track of all the me’s the world tells me I have to be, it is in those creative 
works—life notes (Bell-Scott, 1994)—that I always find my freedom again. For Blackgirls who 
know the bondage of wearing constant masks, the dichotomy of being who they want you to be 
and being who you are, and the beauty that exists within the struggle, I pray that in your life 
notes you, too, find freedom.
Part Two: What About the Blackgirls? 
After sixth grade, my mom made it her top priority to send me to private school. She 
knew the dangers and limitations of the public school system in our neighborhood, and 
committed herself to giving me the best possible shot at better opportunities. The school bus 
would pick me up from my front stoop at 6:00 am and cart me off to this predominantly white 
world, 30 miles from the concrete jungle that was my hometown. With every passing day, the 
distance between my new life and my old one grew exponentially. As I read the new world 
around me, I shapeshifted again; a new self was born, and the old self, and everything with it, 
needed to be left behind. 
As I consumed myself with desperate attempts to learn and navigate the foreign culture of 
whiteness, days turned into weeks, weeks to months, and months to years. Before I knew it, I had 
lost touch with most people from my former life, and the life that I was building focused more on 
where I wanted to go than where I had already been. It was not until many years later, when 
Facebook began to extend itself beyond the realm of college students and the influx of their 
subscribers took the Internet by storm, that I began to grow curious enough to look back. Folks 
that I had not seen or heard from in more than a decade began to resurface, and I was allowed 
glimpses into their lives, and they into mine. While, as previously mentioned, it was not 
uncommon for my friends to be funneled into “the system” as well as other systemically 
 
 4 
oppressive urbicidal pipelines, before the expansion of Facebook it was unlikely that we would 
have one day reconnected, and that I would have heard their firsthand accounts of life as it 
occurred for them. Once many of them had disappeared into the juvenile justice system, been 
pushed out of school, and led lives within the margins of the margins, they became street 
legends—stories passed down through hearsay, and phantoms in the minds of those who once 
knew them. Facebook changed that. As friends from a different time in my life resurfaced on the 
digital platform, I began to develop a curiosity for uncovering the truths behind the myths of 
their lives. Whatever happened to our fifth-grade class clown after he got suspended for spraying 
our substitute teacher with water through the gap in his teeth, or the sixth-grade girl who tried to 
fight my big sister outside the corner store over a boy that liked her? Whatever happened to the 
kids that our system had discarded and disregarded? When they got pushed out, where and what 
did they get pushed into? I would come to find answers to this question much later on in the 
works of Maisha Winn (2011), as she dismantles the single story of incarcerated Blackgirls; 
Crystal Laura (2014), as she examines the life trajectory of her younger brother who was labeled 
a “bad kid”; and Christopher Mallet (2015), as he offers a comprehensive assessment of the 
school-to-prison pipeline and its impact on implicitly and explicitly targeted youth. Until then, I 
was on my own, attempting to discover the answers for myself. 
In my early 20s, it was this curiosity that led me to work on the school floor inside of our 
local juvenile detention center. I was drawn there knowing that I had lost so many friends to this 
place as we came of age. In my heart, I had hoped to be a small source of light in that dark, 
forgotten place. But just as my private school shielded me from seeing the realities of those street 
legends back home, once the kids left the confines of the “Youth House”—or once I left that job 
and moved on with my career—the realities of their lives, too, became myths and legends. Time 
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and time again, as another child disappeared into the abyss, from my rearview mirror, I would 
wonder, Now what?  
I remained in touch with many of the staff from the “Youth House,” and they would tell 
me about new programs that were being developed. As I dug deeper, it seemed that information 
was flowing steadily about initiatives put in place to help “rehabilitate” and support Black (and 
Brown) boys who are overpoliced, targeted, and incarcerated at astronomical rates; and while the 
success rates of these programs may have been questionable, attention was being paid and efforts 
were being made. I remembered the male population being much larger than that of the female 
population at the “Youth House.” I remembered how during some half-days there, the girls’ unit 
would not even be allowed to come down to the school floor; because it was simply easier to 
have fewer inmates moving around, they were made to remain upstairs in their unit. With all of 
these new programs geared towards Black boys, what about the Blackgirls? I would wonder. 
What about the Blackgirls? I still wonder. 
As a means of further unpacking this wondering, this chapter will provide a scope of the 
history and current state of the erasure and invisibilization of Blackwomen and girls, and how 
that impacts their experiences in school. I will follow that with my rationale for conducting a 
qualitative study with Blackgirls in an alternative school, and discuss the significance of this type 
of research for the fields of urban education and educational leadership.
Background of the Problem 
Blackwomen and girls have been devalued, neglected, overlooked, and erased throughout 
American history. When embracing, uplifting, and fighting for the right to love and exist within 
their Blackness, they are hidden amongst the parables of Black men and boys. When honoring, 
embodying, and fighting for the right to own and control their woman-ness and girlhood, they 
 
 6 
are lost amongst the narratives of white women and girls (Jones & Guy-Sheftall, 2015; King, 
1988; hooks, 1981). This dual discrimination is an age-old American story, stemming back to 
chattel slavery, when Blackwomen “were exploited for their skills and physical strength in the 
production of staple crops [and] performed a reproductive function vital to individual 
slaveholders’ financial interests and to the inherently expansive system of slavery in general” 
(Jones, 2010, p. 9). In addition to being seen as mechanisms of free labor and breeders from 
whom free labor was reproduced, enslaved Blackwomen’s bodies also became the object of their 
masters’ desire (Gray White, 1999; Wun, 2016). In other words, as King (1988) suggests, “while 
black women workers suffered the same demanding physical labor and brutal punishments as 
black men, as females, [they] were also subject to forms of subjugation only applicable to 
women” (p. 47). Since society refused to acknowledge their struggles as distinct from those of 
Black men and white women (Jones & Guy-Sheftall, 2015), Blackwomen were forced into boxes 
that could never paint the full picture of who they are, and made to confront dual oppression in 
the form of the “woman question” and the “race problem” (Cooper, 1892). 
The Erasure of Blackwomen and Girls in America 
This double enslavement, or double jeopardy (King, 1988), of Blackwomen did not end 
in 1863 with the Emancipation Proclamation, or in Galveston, Texas, on “Juneteenth” 1865. The 
remnants of the compounded “woman question” and “race problem” are evidenced in the 
marginalization and dehumanization of Blackwomen throughout American history, and they 
remain in full effect even today. The unique struggles of Blackwomen and girls are rarely 
examined independently of women or Black people in general, perpetuating this notion that, as 
Hull et al. (1982) entitled their book, “All the women are white, all the Blacks are men, but some 
of us are brave.” The “some of us” that Hull, Bell-Scott, and Smith (1982) were referring to are 
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Blackwomen and girls who dare to resist the invisibilization and silence that come with the 
double marginalization of being both Black and female—overshadowed by the umbrellas of all 
Black folks and all women. As bell hooks (1981) writes: 
No other group in America has so had their identity socialized out of existence as have 
black women. We are rarely recognized as a group separate and distinct from black men, 
or a present part of the larger group ‘women’ in this culture… When black people are 
talked about the focus tends to be on black men; and when women are talked about the 
focus tends to be on white women. (p. 7) 
Thus, the stories and struggles that are unique to Blackwomen and girls are forced into the 
shadows of stories others tell about them—or that exclude them. They are seldom invited to the 
table, and when they fight for a seat and win, they are underestimated, overpoliced, and held to 
higher standards than those of the other people seated there. Their words and ideas are 
commonly reclaimed and then replaced with lighter or more masculine faces, without credit or 
recognition for them—the originators. Yet, still, seen or unseen, Blackwomen and girls continue 
to display strength, brilliance, resilience, and fight. 
 As students, activists, scholars, teachers, and leaders, the history of Blackwomen and 
girls in education has been characterized by challenge. Scholarship about Blackgirls’ schooling 
experiences depicts double marginalization stemming from racialized discrimination and gender 
biases (Fordham, 1993), which are documented across every stage of their academic and social 
development (Nash & Peters, 2020). This happens from as early as preschool, when Blackgirls, 
who represent 20 percent of the preschool population, somehow account for 54 percent of 
preschool girls who receive out-of-school suspensions. It continues through 12th grade, when 
Blackgirls are seven times more likely to receive one or more out-of-school suspensions, three 
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times likelier to be referred to law enforcement, and two times more likely to be restrained than 
white girls (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). These overrepresentations of exclusionary 
discipline follow them as Blackgirls progress through school, the result of hypervigilant, 
culturally and gender-unresponsive, invisibilizing, hostile school climates coupled with 
leadership policies and practices that aggressively criminalize Blackgirls (Gibson & Decker, 
2019). Despite the fact that Blackgirls have the fastest growing suspension rate of all students 
(Losen & Skiba, 2010), programs, initiatives, and scholarship concerning the school-to-prison 
pipeline largely focuses on boys of color (Ferguson, 2001; Noguera, 2008). In this way, they 
exclude, erase, and further invisibilize the experiences of Blackgirls and the ways in which they 
have been historically perceived as “defiant, delinquent, aggressive, too sexy, and too loud to be 
treated with dignity in their schools” (Morris, 2016, p. 13). This pattern of erasure reflects the 
historical invisibilization of Blackwomen activists, and extends from Blackgirlhood into and 
through Blackwomanhood. 
Historically, Blackwomen activists have consistently stood on the frontlines of various 
movements, yet they are often erased from the accounts of the associated happenings. Many 
Blackwomen have, for example, been erased from the historical records of the Civil Rights 
Movement (Jiménez, 2016), overshadowed by Black men; along with the feminist movement 
(Jones & Guy-Sheftall, 2015; Tisdale, 2015), where they are overshadowed by white women. 
Both of these tendencies are evidenced as well in the Eurocentric patriarchal curricula that 
oversimplify Blackwomen’s narratives (i.e., Rosa Parks and Harriet Tubman) and underrepresent 
other powerful Blackwomen historical figures. The same can be said of the present-day 
Movement for Black Lives and #BlackLivesMatter. Although initiated by three Blackwomen—
Patrisse Khan-Cullors, Alicia Garza, and Opal Tometi—and intended to acknowledge anti-Black 
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violence, irrespective of gender identity, mainstream media portrayed #BlackLivesMatter with a 
focus on the killings of Black men and boys (Nathan, 2016; Lindsey, 2018). In fact, after the 
story of an unnamed Blackwoman—Sandra Bland—dying in police custody failed to grab 
mainstream media attention, the #SayHerName hashtag was born out of Blackwomen’s outrage 
over the silence about anti-Black violence against Blackwomen and girls. Similarly, the #MeToo 
Movement, raising awareness of sexual harassment and assault, was initially credited to white 
actress Alyssa Milano; in reality, it was established by Tarana Burke, a Blackwoman, more than 
a decade earlier. Hence, even as Blackwomen fight for their rights and the rights of others, they 
are still erased and left behind. 
Even in the academy, a space that is designed to promote the generation and 
dissemination of a vast array of knowledge, it is not uncommon for particular frameworks and 
scholarship to only highlight the experiences of Black men and boys or white women, while 
invisibilizing the experiences of Blackwomen and girls (Wun, 2018; Morris, 2007; Evans-
Winters, 2005; Moraga & Anzaldua, 1981). When Blackwomen scholars disrupt the rigid and 
oftentimes toxic climate (Davis, Chaney, Edwards, Thompson-Rogers, & Gines, 2011) of the 
academy, creating F.U.B.U. (For Us, By Us) frameworks, literature, and research—
#ForTheCulture, by Blackwomen—the masses often do not view them as having the same level 
of merit or prestige as the scholarship generated by their white or male counterparts (Bell-Baker, 
2017; Rockquemore & Laszloffy, 2008; Bradley, 2005). When they employ anti-racist and 
equity-based pedagogies in these predominantly white spaces, they are constantly under scrutiny. 
Their intellect is often questioned (Gibbs Grey & Williams-Farrier, 2017; Hughes & Howard-
Hamilton, 2003); they frequently encounter microaggressions (Bell-Baker, 2017); universities 
often privilege and validate their course evaluations reflecting racist comments (Kynard, 2015); 
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and they are disproportionately denied tenure (Nzinga-Johnson, 2013; Bradley, 2005). Further, 
Blackwomen faculty members are regularly viewed as being less helpful, clear, and qualified 
than their White, Asian, and Latinx female colleagues (Reid, 2010).  
Thus, Blackwomen in the academy are constantly forced to prove their value and 
credibility to their colleagues, staff, and even their students (Maseti, 2018; Bell-Baker, 2017; 
Lazos, 2012), while policing their vocal tones, facial expressions, body language, and attire 
(Wallace, Moore, Wilson, & Hart, 2012). This is a continuous reminder to Blackwomen that, in 
the academy, they are “matter out of place” (Gray White, 2007). As such, they are commonly 
overworked—serving on multiple committees, representing the university’s diversity, and 
mentoring students of color, all while maintaining productivity as scholars in the field, taking 
care of home, and (whenever they can fit it in) practicing acts of self-care (Bell-Baker, 2017). 
These uphill battles that Blackwomen face to be respected as scholars in universities that were 
not built for them are ones often fought in the shadows, invisible to the outside world. 
Blackwomen teachers face similar challenges as an underrepresented minority within the 
educator workforce. While nearly 80 percent of America’s teachers are white, only seven percent 
are Black, and merely five percent are Blackwomen (U.S. Department of Education, 2016b). 
Seventy-five percent of Blackwomen teachers teach in Title I-eligible schools, in which students 
from low-income families represent at least 40 percent of student enrollment, and 62 percent of 
them teach in schools with high-poverty and high-minority rates (Carver-Thomas & Darling-
Hammond, 2017), both of which are considered to be “hard-to-staff” schools (Young & Easton-
Brooks, 2020). This speaks to Blackwomen teachers’ commitment and calling to teach in low-
income communities of color, where teaching positions are difficult to fill, as a means of racial 
uplift (Vickery, 2016). These schools, which represent only 25 percent of all schools, account for 
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45 percent of teacher turnover rates. Thus, it is unsurprising that Blackwomen teachers have 
notably higher turnover rates than their white and male counterparts (Carver-Thomas & Darling-
Hammond, 2017). This is especially disheartening because research indicates that teachers of 
color, particularly Blackwomen teachers, improve the overall schooling experiences as well as 
academic outcomes of students of color, and Black students in particular (Carver-Thomas & 
Darling-Hammond, 2017), by seeing, understanding, and leveraging students’ cultural funds of 
knowledge in a way that their white colleagues often do not (Frank, 2003; Nyachae, 2016; 
Watson, 2019). We see evidence of this in the ways in which they enact an authentic form of 
care that seeps through the fabric of their curricular and pedagogical choices, high expectations, 
built and sustained relationships with students, and activism—all rooted in their understandings 
of the sociopolitical contexts of their students’ lives within and outside of school (Watson, 2019), 
and driven by their sense of critical hope (Duncan-Andrade, 2009).  
Before the establishment of formal public schooling in the mid-19th century, it was 
Blackwomen teachers who “stood in the gap and created alternative pathways to sustain hope 
and possibility for the next generation [while advocating for] policies and practices that could 
restructure liberatory educational possibilities for Black youth” (Gist, White, & Bianco, 2018, p. 
57), and to this day, they remain on the frontlines of activism. As advocates, Blackwomen 
teachers fight for marginalized students in schools, which are commonly hostile sites where 
leaders enact racist and sexist policies and practices towards students and their families and 
communities (Dixson, 2003). As allies, they enact the role of “other mothers,” taking students 
under their wings, creating safe spaces, and acting as surrogate parents to them (Dixson, 2003; 
Dixson & Dingus, 2008). Thus, the roles Blackwomen teachers occupy in schools and in the 
education system as a whole are invaluable, yet they are not without consequence. 
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It is often an ethic of care, critical hope, and a sense of civic responsibility that drive 
Blackwomen teachers to teach; however, inefficient compensation, dissatisfaction with school 
administration, a lack of collegial support, and poor working conditions are major contributing 
factors that drive them away (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Apart from the 
general stresses of being an educator, because the vast majority of Blackwomen teachers work in 
high-poverty settings, they frequently struggle to overcome barriers of limited resources like 
books, technological equipment, and general supplies, while dealing with the pressures of 
evaluations and test scores that could potentially compromise their job security. However, the 
buck does not stop there. 
Frequently, in schools, Blackwomen teachers are viewed as superheroes, in that they are 
often expected to nurture colleagues by taking on their responsibilities alongside their own, 
handling situations with students considered to be “unruly” (commonly Black children) by 
teachers (commonly white women) who are unsuccessful with them (Acosta, 2019). Even when 
Blackwomen teachers meet these unfair professional expectations and take on the overload of 
teaching assignments and classroom management, their expertise is not often legitimized, 
particularly when their success is attributed to their Blackness. For example, successful 
components of their teaching, like cultural relevance, are often overlooked in discussions of their 
“good” teaching practices, while stereotypical attributes are often highlighted (Ladson-Billings, 
2009). When the factors that contribute to the success of Blackwomen teachers are viewed solely 
as “Black-isms” and not “successful teaching practices,” the critical analysis and discussion of 
their teaching becomes limited (Acosta, 2019), and they are forced to constantly prove their 
competence as educators. This, in turn, takes both a physical and psychological toll on 
Blackwomen educators, as they are forced to pick up the slack of their culturally incompetent 
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colleagues, but are still kept from the upward mobility of obtaining leadership positions. Further, 
Blackwomen teachers’ effectiveness in schools frequently positions them as “less ladylike or 
even less humanlike,” as it contradicts white standards of femininity like “passivity, docility, and 
deference” (Acosta, 2019, p. 32). Consequently, Blackwomen teachers must deal with their 
colleagues’ feelings of intimidation as they see their confidence and sense of accountability 
(Acosta, 2019). While these characteristics would be ideal if possessed by men, Blackwomen 
displaying them are simply perceived as “overly aggressive, masculine, and built to handle 
difficult school situations with children and parents” (Acosta, 2019, p. 34). As an under-
researched demographic, Blackwomen teachers carry this load in the shadows.  
This is not to say Blackwomen teachers are good because they are Black, or that all 
Blackwomen teachers are good teachers. There are numerous studies, however, that point to 
positive characterizations and contributions of Blackwomen teachers, including their tendencies 
to occupy an intentional, culturally responsive lens when engaging students in learning 
opportunities; their abilities to provide academic and socioemotional support to Black students; 
and the specialized knowledge, skills, and innate teaching abilities they display while balancing 
their roles as caregivers and disciplinarians who maintain high expectations and student 
engagement (Bondy et al., 2013; Bondy & Ross, 2008; Irvine & Fraser, 1998; Ware, 2006; 
Watson, 2017; Watson & Devereaux, 2020; Young & Easton-Brooks, 2020). 
When Blackwomen educators are fortunate enough to be recognized for their competence 
and so-valued for their expertise that they obtain leadership positions, their plight is far from 
overcome. While 78 percent of U.S. public school principals are white, only 11 percent are 
Black, and seven percent are Blackwomen (U.S. Department of Education, 2016b). Similar to 
Blackwomen teachers, Blackwomen principals often serve in predominantly Black schools, most 
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of which are in urban areas. Frequently, they come with more than their share of challenges, 
including less-trained teachers; social and health issues; high teacher turnover rates; and a host of 
other problems related to socioeconomics, unemployment, the school-to-prison pipeline, drugs, 
and opportunity gaps (Bloom & Erlandson, 2003; Lomotey, 2019). Unlike teachers, who apply 
for a position at a particular school, principals apply to a school district and are then assigned to 
a particular school. As such, school districts often assign Blackwomen to predominantly Black, 
under-resourced schools serving low-income families (Horsford, 2012). 
When Blackwomen principals lead in predominantly white schools, by contrast, they are 
often viewed as “racial tokens,” frequently feeling the added pressure of being the sole 
individuals responsible for addressing matters of race and any issues that arise with Black 
students (Moore, 2013). Additionally, colleagues do not always accept or respect their leadership 
and authority (Michie, 2007; Jay, 2009). McDonald, Keeves, and Westphal (2018) note that 
Blackwomen principals are often less supported by white men once they obtain their leadership 
status. Overall, Blackwomen principals receive less mentorship and professional development 
support than their white and male colleagues, making it more of a challenge to lead effectively 
(Moore, 2018), all while facing exclusion and isolation. They are likely to be the only, or at best 
one of few, Blackwomen in leadership positions in their respective schools and districts, and are 
often excluded from informal networking opportunities with their white and male counterparts. 
Consequently, they gravitate to networking opportunities specifically geared towards Black 
leaders, which limits their exposure to prominent job opportunities commonly reserved for white 
leaders (Biebly, 2012; Moore, 2013).  
In addition to constantly having to prove their merit while being overlooked and left out, 
just like Blackwomen in the academy, Blackwomen educational leaders are forced to police their 
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body language and tone to avoid coming off as cold and unfriendly. For them, being misread 
could result in a lost or missed job opportunity, jeopardizing the careers for which they worked 
so hard (Moore, 2013). All of this creates a complicated and taxing journey for an isolated, 
underestimated, and excluded Blackwoman educational leader; and, like those of activists, 
academics, and teachers, those journeys are rarely documented in research and literature. 
Whether on the frontlines, in the academy, in schools, in school districts, or beyond, the 
realities of being a Blackwoman in America have been and are constantly being erased from the 
mainstream. Despite the duality of their racial and gender-identity oppression, their 
marginalization and dehumanization are continuously disregarded; and despite the load they 
carry, they are simply expected to carry on and handle business as usual, just as they have 
always done. Consequently, it is not only important, but critical, to call attention to the unique 
experiences of being both Black and female, and to provide safe spaces to unpack what it means 
to occupy these two identities within a society that doubly rejects them. 
Statement of the Problem 
The Invisibilization of Blackgirls in Schools 
Because racism and sexism know no age, and do not just begin when Blackwomen cross 
the threshold into adulthood, Blackgirls are not exempt from the double marginality of being 
both Black and female. In fact, it is not at all uncommon for Blackgirls to face additional 
challenges in their schooling experiences based on their race and gender (Collins, 2000; hooks, 
1989; Lindsay-Dennis, 2015). When it comes to school-safety initiatives, Blackgirls have often 
been over-surveilled and invisibilized. As previously mentioned, Black boys, specifically, are 
centered in research and policy debates around the school-to-prison pipeline, while the 
disproportionate disciplining of Blackgirls often goes ignored and overlooked. Overall, 
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Blackgirls are more likely than students of any other race or gender to be suspended more than 
once (Civil Rights Data Collection, 2016). Critical to acknowledge is the fact that these 
disproportionate discipline rates are not due to more frequent or more serious misbehavior (Civil 
Rights Data Collection, 2016); rather, this overuse of exclusionary disciplinary practices with 
Blackgirls is a result of ideologies, perceptions, and policies that criminalize them in schools 
(Esposito & Edwards, 2018). 
After millions of students found themselves being pushed out of schools (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2014) and into the juvenile justice system and alternative school 
placements, some schools began to move away from zero-tolerance practices and policies of the 
past, towards restorative justice practices and positive behavioral interventions and supports 
(Mansfield et al., 2018; Miguel & Gargano, 2017; Schiff, 2017). While this is a step in the right 
direction, it still does not address the root of a much larger issue for Blackgirls in schools—
implicit and explicit biases based on racist and sexist stereotypes—that is a direct consequence of 
their double marginalization. Implicit racial and gender biases include the perception of 
Blackgirls as being loud, angry, unruly, aggressive, attitudinal, defiant, and promiscuous; they 
contradict teachers’ and school leaders’ racialized and gendered constructions of femininity, and 
therefore influence their interpretations of their behaviors in school as acceptable or deviant 
(Hines-Datiri & Carter Andrews, 2017). Explicit biases, on the other hand, could include, for 
example, a school policy that bans the wearing of braids; such a policy has fairly clear racial (and 
gendered) implications, as braids are a common hairstyle within Black culture—especially for 
Blackgirls. Since language in school policies is often vague and subjective, using words like 
“disrespectful,” “inappropriate,” “disobedient,” and “disruptive,” they allow for much to be left 
to interpretation. If the interpreter is not both culturally competent and gender responsive—that 
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is, having a solid grasp and understanding of students’ races, ethnicities, and cultures as well as 
the intersections of their gender identities—it is extremely likely that a student can be misread 
and therefore punished unfairly.  
The invisibility of Blackgirls in schools and classrooms further translates into a lack of 
research about and with Blackgirls in the academy, which is an additional manifestation of 
Blackgirls’ double marginality, just as is the case with Blackwomen. Over the years, a major 
focus has been placed, particularly in urban education, on Black and Brown boys, and Black 
students in general. Early research involving Black students in urban schools focused largely on 
external factors—i.e., family structures, low-income status, and media messages—that may 
negatively impact students’ performance, behaviors, and interest in school, instead of 
considering the role that schools play in the exclusion and erasure of particular groups of 
students. This blame game allowed schools to avoid being accountable until recently, when 
scholars opted to pay more attention to schools’, teachers’, and educational leaders’ contributions 
to the problem.  
While the literature is still very limited, over the last decade, the experiences of 
Blackgirls specifically have begun to be included in the conversation more frequently. A Black 
Girls Matter report (Crenshaw et al., 2015), for example, noted particular factors that contributed 
to Blackgirls’ detachment from schools, including doubts about the relevance of the curricula 
and their teachers’ cultural competence; poor physical conditions of schools; violence, 
harassment, and experiences of psychological and physical abuse in schools; perceptions of 
unfair policies and disinterested teachers; lack of effective counseling, conflict resolution, and 
problem-solving interventions; and absence of academic support and appropriate incentives to 
complete school. Acknowledging the shortcomings that schools often possess allows for real 
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change to be made, which can improve the experiences of Blackgirls in educational institutions. 
Many obstacles, however, still exist, a major one being that research regarding Blackgirls in 
schools is significantly undervalued.  
Much of the current research concerning Blackgirls and urban education typically 
highlights discipline, policies, and disproportionality; it offers numbers and statistics, and 
sometimes incorporates narratives from Blackgirls themselves (Blake et al., 2011; Carter 
Andrews et al., 2019; Crenshaw et al., 2015; Esposito & Edwards, 2018; Gibson & Decker, 
2019; Morris, 2007; Watson, 2016; Winn, 2011; Wun, 2016). What these iterations of the story 
of Blackgirls in schools are still missing, however, are authentic and dominant Blackgirl voices 
positioned at the forefront of the research, and not as add-ons. Statistics that support scholars’ 
claims can seem somewhat desensitizing, as the numbers alone, without the stories behind them, 
remove the context and humanity of Blackgirls. Further, when the researcher tells their stories, 
without the dominance of Blackgirls’ own voices, it suggests that they are incapable of relaying 
and analyzing their own life experiences. Hence, because very few studies employ culturally 
relevant frameworks to unpack the intersectionality of Blackgirls’ identities in school settings 
(Watson, 2016), many studies involving Blackgirls position them as victims who are to be 
spoken for, and whose stories others must express and analyze instead of them doing so for and 
by themselves.  
The erasure of Blackwomen and girls in American society due to the double 
marginalization of being Black and being female translates into the silencing, invisibilization, 
and erasure of Blackgirls in schools and in discourse, research, and literature on schooling. 
Because their unique racial and gendered stories and experiences are often overshadowed by 
those of Black boys and men and white girls and women, much research is still needed in urban 
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education that specifically centers Blackgirls’ voices and schooling experiences, both positive 
and negative. Since studies are too often conducted on and about them, it is critical for education 
research to be conducted with them, positioning them as victors, knowers, and analysts; using 
culturally relevant frameworks and authentic literacies; and allowing for the accessible 
dissemination of the knowledge produced. This is that research. 
Rationale for the Study 
At any time, in any field, when dominant voices and stories depicted do not reflect the 
diversity of the population, it is critical to pose the question, “Are we getting this right?” As I 
combed through the literature on urban education, the school-to-prison pipeline, alternative 
schools, and Blackgirls, this question repeatedly surfaced for me. Not only was the scholarship 
involving Blackgirls sparse, but what little did exist painted a grim picture of what schooling is 
like for them. Sifting through it as a former Blackgirl, and now Blackwoman, it forced me to 
reflect on my experiences in urban schools as a child. Frankly, it was the first time in my 30 
years in existence that I had done so. I related so much to what I was reading, and felt so deeply 
connected, that there was no way I could turn away from it. I had often felt invisible as a 
Blackgirl in school, yet it only dawned on me decades later. I had never realized it or reflected on 
it, which meant that in some ways, I was neglecting and invisibilizing myself. No one ever asked 
if they were getting things right with me. I never even asked myself; I just accepted that this was 
the way things were, and that if I was going to survive school and the ’hood, I had to conform to 
whatever and whoever they each needed me to be. I did not consider what it was that I needed, 
and neither did anyone else.  
Reading through the limited number of articles about Blackgirls in urban schools, this 
question of getting it right rang loudly and clearly in my head. How could we be getting it right 
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without hearing from the ones that matter most—the ones existing in the margins, the ones cast 
by the wayside? How could we be getting it right if at the times that we did hear from them, we 
felt compelled to tell their stories for them, instead of creating spaces for them to own their own 
stories and the ways in which they’re told? The small amount of research that exists that actually 
allows Blackgirls to speak for themselves using not only their voices, but whatever means of 
expression is most authentic to them (i.e., poetry/spoken word, skits, monologues, songs, journal 
entries, etc.) (Winn, 2010; Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Edwards, McArthur, & 
Russell-Owens, 2016; Jiménez, 2016; Watson, 2016; Ivashkevich, 2017), is further proof that 
they are not often positioned as knowers. This is why participatory methods are critical when 
examining the experiences of Blackgirls, as they allow participants to engage in the work 
collaboratively, sharing in each component of the research (Patton, 1990). 
Understanding the dual marginalization that Blackwomen activists, academics, educators, 
and leaders face as minoritized populations in their respective spaces, Blackgirls are not often 
represented in schools, which makes “getting it right” even more of a pressing issue for both 
educators and researchers. If those that potentially understand Blackgirls the most are not 
proportionately present in spaces where Blackgirls are often misread and invisibilized, Blackgirls 
are put and left in harm’s way. Thus, it is the responsibility of those that understand to not only 
pose the question of getting things right for Blackgirls, but also to investigate it deeply and 
thoroughly—which is why, as a once-Blackgirl, and now Blackwoman, I feel a sense of 
responsibility to conduct this study for and with Blackgirls. 
In order for schools to be effective for all students, the students themselves must be 
placed at the center of all school policies, decisions, and practices (Blair, 2002). Because school 
effectiveness is measured by academic achievement and student outcomes (Robinson, 2011), and 
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because academic success is only attainable when schools foster psychologically safe 
environments for students (Ladson-Billings, 1994), attention must be directed towards students’ 
well-being and overall experiences at school, just as much as formal academics. Considering all 
the ways in which educational institutions have become harmful sites that promote and uphold 
the double marginalization of Blackgirls, excluding, erasing, and pushing them out, it is clear 
that schools are failing Blackgirls at astronomical rates. Blackgirls in urban environments who 
are pushed out of traditional schools are a particularly vulnerable and overlooked population, 
existing in the margins of the margins. Hence, conducting research with Blackgirls who have 
been pushed out is a vital contribution to the scholarship. 
Alternative school settings, considered to be “dumping grounds for ‘wasted lives’” 
(Mills, Renshaw, & Zipin, 2013), where the focus is predominantly on Black and Brown boys, 
are important focal points for “pushed-out” Blackgirls. Research here can be beneficial for the 
entire educational system, and society as a whole (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010). Alternative 
schools (e.g., alternative-to-detention programs, juvenile detention centers, “Last Chance High,” 
etc.) are defined as educational settings designed to accommodate the educational, behavioral, 
and/or medical needs of children and adolescents that cannot be (or are not being) adequately 
addressed in traditional school environments (Cable, Plucker, & Spradlin, 2009). These settings, 
for students who are thought to be “difficult,” are in fact sites of social, psychological, and 
geographic marginality peripheral to the dominant culture (Peterson, 1995), where many students 
who are pushed out are sent. By offering Blackgirls in alternative schools a platform to visibilize 
their firsthand accounts of their experiences in urban schools, and analyses of the ways in which 
they are impacted by these experiences, my research brings them from the margins of the 
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margins to centerstage, advancing the current state of knowledge in the field while working to 
combat sexism and anti-Blackness (Lindsey, 2018). 
There is a critical need for participatory educational research that exposes and disrupts 
racial and gender oppression by allowing Blackgirls to unpack: 1) the experiences they’ve had in 
schools; 2) their analyses of the ways in which their experiences have impacted them; and, 3) 
their consequential visions and desires for how schools can best accommodate them in an effort 
to meet their needs. With this at its core, the purpose of my study is to 1) examine and uplift the 
voices and experiences of Blackgirls in an alternative school through various modes of 
expression and performance, particularly their life notes—“letters, stories, journal entries, 
reflections, poetry, music, and other artful forms” (Bell-Scott, 1994, as cited in Dillard, 2002, p. 
387); and, 2) explore Blackgirls’ conversations around school transformation using their life 
notes as tools to convey their “Get it Right” prescriptions and recommendations. As a means of 
synthesizing the participants’ life notes, together, we will co-construct an ethnodrama—a written 
playscript that uses qualitative data and dramatizes it into text that can be performed for an 
audience (Hare, 2008; Saldaña, 2005). The performed piece can then be used as a professional 
development tool for teachers and educational leaders to witness a more comprehensive picture 
of what Blackgirls are experiencing in schools, in order to create real change that will transform 
schools into healthier, safer, and more effective places for them and all students. 
To do this successfully, the participants and I created a remote, contemporary hush 
harbor (Kynard, 2010), where they were free to speak openly and honestly about their 
experiences. The space functioned as an emancipatory site to “untie [participants’] tongues, 
speak the unspoken, and sing their own songs to their own selves in their own communities” 
(Nunley, 2004, p. 223). Hush harbors originated during the antebellum period, as secret spaces 
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created by enslaved Black folks where they could “enact literacies and engage in religious 
practices” (Price-Dennis, 2016, p. 342), free from the gaze of white authoritative figures. 
Similarly, in this study, the dedicated online meeting place served as a hush harbor, where the 
participants engaged in an exchange of stories, knowledge, and beliefs within a shared culture. 
Educators and researchers who understand the ways in which schools and classrooms can be 
oppressive sites (Gutierrez, 2008) for Blackgirls often create these spaces; hence, they are not 
only valuable to the Black community, but truly beneficial when conducting research with 
vulnerable populations that requires their transparency and candor. Creating a hush harbor, 
therefore, was a critical component of this study, because the data relied on Blackgirls being 
their own spokespeople within the research and utilizing their voices to uninhibitedly relay their 
stories to educators. This is the significance of the title, Breaking the Fourth Wall, which refers 
to the construct in theater (and film) in which the actor on stage speaks directly to the audience, 
breaking the imaginary wall between them that separates the fictional world being created in the 
performance from the spectators watching in the real world. My study serves to “break the wall” 
between the participating Blackgirls and the world of educators, in which Blackgirls are too 
often voiceless, thus allowing their words and work to speak for themselves, directly to the ears 
and hearts of the people who need to hear them the most. With this, my study explored the 
following research questions. 
Research Questions 
1. What have Blackgirls attending an alternative high school experienced in K-12 
urban schools? 
2. How do Blackgirls express their experiences navigating urban schools through the 
creation of life notes? 
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3. What do Blackgirls want educators to know about their experiences in school, the 
ways in which those experiences have impacted them, and how they subsequently 
reimagine schooling? 
Conceptual Framework 
When my journey as a doctoral student first began, I felt like I had made a terrible 
mistake. I questioned my decision to uproot my family and move to New York City, into a tiny 
on-campus apartment, to pursue a degree that no one in my family before me had achieved. In 
my first semester, I applied for a full-time position at the university, and was offered the job. My 
husband and I were thrilled because this meant that we would have a little more money coming 
in, and every little bit counted! Classes were underway, and the thrill quickly turned to anxiety as 
I became overwhelmed with readings I barely understood, papers that began to pile up, study-
group sessions that required a weekly commitment, and the new job that seemed to take more 
than it gave. I struggled to stay afloat, and succeeded, but a couple months after the semester 
commenced, I received an eviction notice stating that we would need to vacate our on-campus 
apartment since working full-time and living in student housing was a conflict of interest. My 
husband and I tried to appeal the university’s decision to evict us, yet with no place to go, and no 
money to get there, our efforts were unsuccessful. I was ready to give it all up. I simply didn’t 
belong there. I was “matter out of place” (Gray White, 2007).  
I had a heart-to-heart with a trusted Blackwoman professor, who told me that I could not 
expect an institution that was never built or intended for me to make it easy for me to succeed in 
it, and she was right. So, I channeled every one of my Blackwoman ancestral crusaders, who 
carved out a path with their blood, sweat, and tears so that I might have some sense of direction 
in a world that would prefer me lost. I grabbed hold of the Blackwomen who had walked that 
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same path before me, who became my sistas, othermothers, and aunties, and I held onto them for 
dear life. As I walked through the halls of the place that tried to push me out, I strode on the 
shoulders of and alongside Blackwomen, and carried my whole ’hood on my back. Blackwomen 
lifted me up. It was a Blackwoman who first led me to consider the state of Blackgirls, and who 
validated my desire to pursue Blackgirlhood as a primary research interest. It was a Blackwoman 
who enlightened me on my journey to “save” the world about the notion that Blackgirls don’t 
need to be empowered; rather, they need folks to move out of their way so that they can access 
the power they already possess. So, in the spirit of who I am as a purposeful, community-
oriented and -implanted Blackwoman, dedicated to bridging the faith of the past and the hope of 
the future and disrupting oppressive hegemonic systems that try to push marginalized groups out, 
this study and my role as the researcher in it are informed by endarkened feminist epistemology 
(EFE) (Dillard, 2000). 
Rooted in Black feminist thought, EFE is “located in the intersection/overlap of the 
culturally constructed socializations of race, gender, and other identities and the historical and 
contemporary contexts of oppressions and resistance for African-American women” (Dillard, 
2000, p. 662)—and, in this particular study, Blackgirls. Endarkened feminism (in intentional 
contrast with the term “enlightened”) declares that research is not a recipe, a metaphor that has 
(mis)guided much of the educational research community (Watson, 2019), but rather a 
responsibility, “answerable and obligated to the very persons and communities being engaged in 
the inquiry” (Dillard, 2006b, p. 5). Put another way, “research as a responsibility” (Dillard, 2000) 
forces us to think about the people, the contexts of the research, and the actions that follow. 
Thus, as a Blackwoman researcher in the academy, I feel a distinct responsibility to my people, 
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particularly Blackwomen and girls, and my communities, particularly low-income, urban areas. 
Hence, this is where the heart of my research lies. 
Six Central Components of EFE 
Dillard (2000) offers six assumptions undergirding EFE, each of which I connect directly 
to my study: 
1) “Self-definition forms one’s participation and responsibility to one’s community” 
(Dillard, 2000, p. 672). Not only did I find it critical for my participants to define themselves, but 
I also believed in their capabilities to do so. My goal was to provide them space within my study 
to define themselves and also explore the previous opportunities, or lack thereof, that they have 
had to do so in school.  
2) “Research is both an intellectual and a spiritual pursuit, a pursuit of purpose” (p. 674). 
In my study, I believed in the importance of exploring the participants’ sense of connectedness to 
others in school, as well as their assessments of genuine care, which are often grounded in 
spirituality.  
3) “Only within the context of community does the individual appear (Palmer, 1983) and, 
through dialogue, continue to become” (p. 675). Accordingly, I explored participants’ sense of 
belonging in schools, whether or not they felt heard, whether or not there had been people they 
felt they could talk to, and whether or not they felt understood. 
4) “Concrete experiences within everyday life form the criterion of meaning” (p. 675). 
From this assumption, I found the need to create space for participants to make meaning of the 
experiences of their lives, not only through conversations in focus group interviews and life note 
compositions, but also through engaging in participatory data analysis processes.  
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5) “Knowing and research extend both historically in time and outward to the world: to 
approach them otherwise is to diminish their cultural and empirical meaningfulness” (p. 676). 
This notion allowed me to think through the happenings of participants’ lived experiences in 
schools not as isolated incidents, but as interconnected occurrences that could only be examined 
in context and conversation with their own histories, the histories of one another, and the 
relevant cultural, social, and political histories of Blackgirls and women in America.  
6) “Power relations, manifest as racism, sexism, homophobia, etc., structure gender, race, 
and other identity relations within research” (p. 677). This not only forced me to consider my 
own power and positionality as a Blackwoman researcher, but it also led me to explore with 
participants their roles in performing “the anti-oppressive work of transforming power relations 
for marginalized communities and exposing such forms of domination that exclude black [girls 
in schools]” (Watson, 2019, p. 4) through their contributions of life notes and the co-constructed 
ethnodrama.  
These assumptions capture my personal relationship to my scholarship as a Blackwoman, 
who feels called to research for and with my people and my communities, uplifting our stories, 
the meanings we prescribe to them, and their historical significance in an effort to reclaim our 
power. They also inform EFE’s six central components: self-definition, spirituality, community, 
meaning-making through personal experiences, historical connections, and the analysis of power 
relations (Dillard, 2000), all of which I used to conceptualize my research design for this study. 
As new ways of integrating popular culture and Black vernacular have surfaced in 
scholarship, endarkened feminism encourages scholars to examine more “culturally indigenous 
ways of knowing research” (Dillard, 2000, p. 661). Thus, the use of a Blackwomen’s framework 
like EFE, coupled with authentic Blackgirl literacies in the form of life notes, and performative 
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literacy in the form of ethnodrama, become important cultural staples in a field of scholarship 
that often tries to silence Blackwomen and girls. This study stands on the foundation that 
research is a socially constructed, cultural endeavor (Dillard, 2006b) that should honor the 
particular ways of seeing and understanding the world, rooted in the cultural, historical, and 
political constructions of Blackwomen and girls (Dillard, 2006a). Despite society’s demand for 
their silence and the double marginalization that they face, EFE calls for research to be enacted 
with Blackwomen and girls, without positioning them as victims who need to be spoken for and 
analyzed. This is why creating a safe and collaborative space for Blackgirls to speak, construct, 
and analyze for themselves is an integral component of my study. 
Significance 
Through the composition of life notes, this study makes room for Blackgirls to tell the 
stories of their urban educational experiences in their own words and on their own terms. This is 
significant because Blackgirls are often misread and invisibilized in schools, and are not 
typically granted opportunities to be heard and understood. Research involving Blackgirls often 
includes scholars summarizing and/or referencing snippets of Blackgirls’ own words, and then 
analyzing the meanings, connections, and themes on their own without the girls themselves. 
Doing this minimizes and stifles Blackgirls’ contributions to the particular discussion and to the 
field overall. Despite its complexity, Blackgirls can and should be contributors in the processes 
of both data collection and data analysis. Thus, this study is also significant because it provides 
an opportunity for Blackgirls to analyze their experiences and discuss what their contributions 
could mean for school transformation.  
When educators are able to take seriously the stories, experiences, and perspectives of 
Blackgirls, who are often marginalized, we can truly begin to create more equitable and just 
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schools for them and other underserved groups. Because so much of the weight falls on teachers, 
who are tasked with facilitating interactions, employing pedagogical techniques, and 
implementing curricula that require a great degree of cultural and gender responsiveness, this 
study aims to invite educational leaders into the conversation. This is important because 
educational leaders are key players in making decisions for schools and districts, and who also 
support teachers in their complex work (Nash & Peters, 2020). While teachers are the primary 
individuals who interact with students and thus have the most exposure to their stories and 
voices, educational leaders must know and understand the views from the margins of the margins 
in order to ensure that schools are truly safe places for all students. Adams, Olsen, and Ware 
(2017) suggest that principals play a major role in “developing an instructional environment that 
students experience as nurturing autonomy and competence” (p. 574) through interactions with 
teachers about student psychological needs and need-supporting instructional practices. Further, 
in addition to the ethical component of principals being required to focus on the diverse needs of 
every student they serve, educational leaders also have a legal obligation to protect Blackgirls, as 
federal laws exist that protect student populations that have been historically marginalized and 
discriminated against—legally protecting Blackgirls on the basis of race and gender (Gibson & 
Decker, 2019). Hence, in addition to the need for improved leadership training, teacher hiring, 
and induction practices, educational leaders must begin to truly center student voices and 
students’ needs (Cheung, 2009). Student-centered foci are popular when conducting research 
with and for curriculum and teaching, but educational leadership studies and practices sometimes 
lack this same approach. In this way, this study is significant because it bridges the gap between 
teachers and administrators through the umbrella of “educators,” and merges the worlds of 
curriculum and teaching and educational leadership through the umbrella of “urban education.”  
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Further, for this study, the dissemination of knowledge is equally as important as the 
research itself. Consequently, the study would be incomplete without the proper measures being 
taken to ensure that educators on the ground experience its contents. The completed study will 
include a multimodal ethnotheatrical production, based on the co-constructed, participatory 
ethnodrama, blending the voices, music, poetry, and other life notes participants create. 
Ethnotheatre is defined as a staged script that uses both traditional craft as well as artistic 
techniques of theater in a live performance of research participants’ experiences (Hare, 2008; 
Saldaña, 2005). This will allow audience members to partake in both an informative and emotive 
experience created based on the data collected in the study. 
My background as a performing artist, playwright, screenwriter, director, and producer 
uniquely prepares me to blend my scholarly work with dramatic arts. Using the ethnodrama, I 
will cast local actors to portray the participants and bring their stories to life. In addition to using 
pseudonyms as the characters’ names in the ethnodrama, I will protect the participants’ 
confidentiality by basing the script on composites and not just individual participants’ stories. 
Participant confidentiality will be explored in depth in Chapter 3. 
After a series of rehearsals with the actors, the ethnotheatrical piece will be ready for 
audiences to receive it. As a professional development opportunity, educators and scholars will 
be invited to attend the performance, which will culminate with a question-and-answer segment 
between audience members and the actors and researcher. This open dialogue carries on the 
tradition of “breaking the fourth wall” in that the audience members experiencing the 
ethnotheatre are not simple spectators, but rather actors (read: activists) in their own right, who 
have the power to make transformative changes in their practices in order to reach students who 
have been excluded and erased for far too long. 
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Definition of Terms 
Alternative school was used to refer to educational settings designed to accommodate the 
educational, behavioral, and/or medical needs of children and adolescents that cannot be (or are 
not being) adequately addressed in traditional school environments (Cable, Plucker, & Spradlin, 
2009). These settings are typically for students who are thought to be “difficult” or who violate 
zero-tolerance policies (Vanderhaar, Petrosko, & Muñoz, 2014). Alternative school student 
enrollment is often based on suspension, expulsion, disruption, school failure, and some form of 
“at-risk” criteria (i.e. “dropout status, history of truancy, physical abuse, substance abuse or 
possession, and homelessness”) (Lehr, Tan, & Ysseldyke, 2009, p. 26). 
Black was used to refer to people of African descent, which includes, but is not limited 
to, African Americans. I specifically utilize the term “Black” instead of African American to 
acknowledge the vast geographic regions within the African diaspora from which Americans 
may hail.  
Double marginalization was used to refer to the condition of dual oppression and 
dehumanization that Blackwomen often face, stemming from questions of their gender identity—
“woman question”— and issues of their racial identity—“race problem”— in American society 
(Cooper, 1892). Others have also referred to this as double jeopardy (King, 1988). Because their 
unique struggles are rarely examined independently of Black people (read: Black men) or 
women (read: white women), Blackwomen have a history of invisibilization. 
Ethnodrama was used to describe a written playscript that dramatizes qualitative data into 
a text that can be performed for an audience (Hare, 2008; Saldaña, 2005). 
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Ethnotheater was used to describe the staged script that uses both traditional craft as well 
as artistic theater techniques in a live performance of research participants’ experiences (Saldaña, 
2005). 
Hush harbor was used to describe sacred sites of emancipation to share and create 
knowledge, while working against hegemonic systems, centering the experiences of 
marginalized groups within hostile environments (Kynard, 2010). 
Life notes was used to refer to Bell-Scott’s (1994) concept of “constructed personal 
narratives such as letters, stories, journal entries, reflections, poetry, music, and other artful 
forms” (Dillard, 2000, p. 664). 
Sista(s) was used as a term of endearment from one Blackwoman to another, expressing a 
sentiment of unity and sisterhood. 
Social identity was used to refer to “the way in which a person and/or group is socially 
defined and positioned in society” (Reed & Evans, 2008, p. 488), which includes, but is not 
limited to, race, gender, and age. 
Urbicide was used to describe the widespread and deliberate destruction of an urban 
environment (Coward, 2009). 
Urban was used to describe large districts in metropolitan areas serving predominantly 







REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
  
Introduction 
While there has certainly been increased research focused solely on the experiences of 
Blackgirls in recent years, that literature is still relatively minimal, leaving much to be desired. In 
a society where Blackwomen and girls are doubly marginalized, often invisibilized, and 
consistently overshadowed by Black men and white women, the limited emphasis on Blackgirls 
in research is unsurprising. Much of the existing literature captures the scope of how Blackgirls 
are disproportionately excluded and criminalized in educational settings, and how Blackgirl 
literacies allow for the authentic representation of their voices as tools of agency and activism to 
combat the marginalization they face. To that end, the goals of this chapter are to: 1) explore the 
trajectory of the exclusion and criminalization of Blackgirls in schools; 2) examine the research 
on how Blackgirl voices can be utilized as a tool for resistance to marginalization; and, 3) 
summarize the state of research on Blackgirls in urban schools and articulate the need for the 
proposed study.
Schools as Danger Zones for Blackgirls 
School safety has been a major focal point in educational research for more than two 
decades, as pressure has heightened to improve security in reaction to school shootings and gun 
violence in the United States. While educators might have envisioned protecting students and 
creating safer school environments, much of the focus—in scholarship and in practice—
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remained on discipline. This has led to the rise of zero-tolerance policies; the use of harsher 
disciplinary methods; and the implementation of extreme security measures like the use of metal 
detectors, installation of security cameras, and the presence of police officers (Lyons & Drew, 
2006; Saltman & Gabbard, 2011), also referred to as school resource officers (SROs). Although 
school shootings have been more prevalent in predominantly white areas, the use of militarized 
surveillance (Nguyen, 2015; Nolan, 2011; Saltman & Gabbard, 2011) has overwhelmingly 
increased in schools with greater proportions of African-American students in low-income urban 
neighborhoods (Mallett, 2015), perpetuating stereotypes of criminality and anti-Blackness in 
urban public schools (Lindsey, 2018). This proved to be counterproductive, as research suggests 
that the increased presence of police officers in schools has resulted in more criminalization and 
more student arrests, without any real increase in the number of student “crimes” being 
committed (Kim, Losen, & Hewitt, 2010; Mallett, 2015). Zero-tolerance policies coupled with 
harsh exclusionary discipline practices have turned many low-income, urban schools into prison-
like institutions (Fuentes, 2012; Nolan, 2011; Saltman & Gabbard, 2011), and resulted in 
millions of students being pushed out of schools and into the juvenile justice system—with Black 
youth taking the hardest hit (Advancement Project, 2011; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Nocella, Parmer, 
& Stovall, 2014; Wald & Losen, 2003). Thus, institutional, or systemic, racism presented itself, 
and the metaphor of the school-to-prison pipeline surfaced. 
Much of the research and policy debates on the school-to-prison pipeline have been 
centered on Black boys or Black students generally (Advancement Project, 2011; Davis & 
Jordan, 1994; Ferguson, 2001; Monroe, 2006; Noguera, 2008; Wald & Losen, 2003), 
overlooking the realities of the disproportionate disciplining of Blackgirls, who in some regions 
of the U.S. are 10 times more likely to be suspended than white girls (Yusuf, 2017)—a rate that 
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exceeds even that of Black boys to white boys. Over the last decade, a small, but growing, 
number of scholars have prioritized the impact of anti-Blackness coupled with anti-girlness—
specifically, as it pertains to urban public education (Evans-Winters, 2005; Lindsey, 2018; 
Morris, 2016; Watson, 2016), recognizing schools as “sites of racialized and gendered terror for 
black girls” (Annamma, Anyon, Joseph, Farrar, Greer, Downing, & Simmons, 2016, p. 2). Even 
though males are suspended from school in greater numbers than females overall, race and 
ethnicity are substantial risk factors for Blackgirls when they are compared to their white 
counterparts (Crenshaw et al., 2015). During the 2013-2014 school year, for example, Blackgirls 
represented 7.6 percent of the student population, but 52 percent of girls suspended multiple 
times and 37 percent of girls arrested at school (Onyeka-Crawford, Patrick, & Chaudhry, 2017). 
In preschool, Blackgirls made up 20 percent of female enrollment, but 54 percent of female 
children receiving one or more out-of-school suspensions (Civil Rights Data Collection, 2016). 
Additionally, Blackgirls with disabilities are 3.5 times more likely to be suspended than white 
girls with disabilities (Civil Rights Data Collection, 2016). Overall, Blackgirls are more likely 
than youth of any other race or gender to be suspended more than once (Civil Rights Data 
Collection, 2016). It is critical to acknowledge the fact that these disproportionate discipline rates 
are not due to more frequent or more serious misbehavior (Civil Rights Data Collection, 2016). 
This overuse of exclusionary disciplinary practices with Blackgirls  is a clear indicator 
that ideologies, perceptions, and policies criminalize them in schools (Esposito & Edwards, 
2018)—yet schools rarely allot resources to address the ways in which Black students experience 
racial- or gender-based terror (Lindsey, 2018; Morris, 2016). As Lindsey (2018) cautions, “If the 
institutions charged with educating, protecting and serving, and providing social services to 
Black girls explicitly and implicitly operate from the premise that Black girls’ lives don’t matter, 
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then far too many Black girls end up in a cycle of disposability, violation, and trauma” (p. 169). 
Since the needs and experiences of Blackgirls are not often at the forefront of scholarship and 
practice, the cycle continues, and many Blackgirls are pushed out of traditional schools into 
alternative spaces for education or the juvenile justice system. Hence, while research suggests 
that school violence has decreased over the last few years (Mallet, 2015), schools themselves 
have not become safer institutions, especially not for Blackgirls. 
The Misreading of Blackgirls 
For centuries, Blackwomen have confronted the pressures of upholding Eurocentric 
standards of beauty and feminism, like long, straight hair and fair skin. This trauma dates back to 
American slavery, when enslaved Black folks were separated by skin tone and allotted labor 
assignments accordingly: darker skin indicated manual labor—field negroes—while lighter skin 
indicated domestic work—house negroes (Davis, 2017). Mainstream media further perpetuates 
these messages that have been passed down for generations, condemning course hair and dark 
skin, teaching Blackwomen and girls to leave their natural selves at home and be something else 
more appropriate. At an early age, Blackgirls internalize these narratives, finding few places of 
refuge where they are free to be their authentic selves. Even in schools, institutions that should 
praise their uniqueness and honor the diversity they embody, Blackgirls are often policed and 
punished when they do not cater to teachers’ and school leaders’ racialized and gendered 
constructions of femininity (Hines-Datiri & Carter Andrews, 2017). Thus, amidst coming of age, 
Blackgirls often must decide whether they will opt to be true to themselves, even if it means 
rejection from others, or conform to the Eurocentric standards of femininity that society 
commonly forces upon them while rejecting their authentic selves. This is most challenging in 
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school environments where educators misread and invisibilize Blackgirls—educators who should 
be a source of comfort, but who often simply do not understand their diverse students. 
Due to the disproportionate lack of Black educators in American schools, Blackgirls are 
much less likely to encounter Blackwomen teachers or school leaders during their years in K-12 
schools than they are white teachers (U.S. Department of Education, 2016b). Given the negative 
nature of many Blackgirls’ school experiences, this is particularly troubling, especially since, as 
McCready (2010) puts it:  
Culture influences all dimensions of human behavior, including teaching and learning, 
and therefore, research suggests, students who come from different ethnic, racial, and 
linguistic backgrounds than their teachers will experience cultural incongruence in the 
classroom, which can lead to disengagement. (p. 54) 
Further, studies show that cultural incongruence between students and their teachers is also a 
contributing factor in underachievement (Howard, 2001). The wide cultural mismatch between 
Blackgirls and their teachers often undermines student learning (Howard, 2001) and contributes 
to discipline referrals (Love, 2013); yet teachers do not often discuss race and ethnicity in 
relation to discipline (Stevenson, 2008). This is also “congruent with educators’ and researchers’ 
reluctance to discuss the presence and influence of racial tension in White teacher-minority 
student relationships” (Bryan, Day-Vines, Griffin, & Moore-Thomas, 2012, p. 178).  
A wealth of literature details how racial congruence between Black students and 
educators plays a critical role in their learning and schooling experiences (Lomotey, 1993; 
Foster, 1990; Fultz, 2004). Apart from serving as mentors, role models, and advocates for Black 
students (Delpit, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Tillman, 2004), research suggests that Black 
teachers and administrators possess a certain consciousness and sensitivity when it comes to the 
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experiences and particular challenges Black students face (Foster, 2005; Gooden, 2005), in 
addition to engaging their colleagues in difficult conversations about race within school 
professional learning communities (Dantley, 2005). 
While racial and cultural congruence are critical factors in the experiences and success of 
Black students in schools, it is also important to note that cultural compatibility does not 
guarantee understanding, nor does it promise healthy, positive, and effective student-educator 
relationships. Reed and Evans (2008) offer a reminder of the importance of considering 
educators’ experiences and abilities, and not just their racial and cultural identities. Because 
racial and cultural identity are not experienced or internalized identically across the board, their 
fluidity from person to person must be considered. An array of other identities (i.e. social, 
economic, political) influenced by hegemonic structures in the U.S. shapes the Black American 
identity (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Thus, it would be inaccurate to assume that racial and cultural 
congruence alone hold the key to Black students’ success in school.  
There is a dire need for educators of all races and cultures to possess and exhibit respect 
for and understanding of the socio-cultural realities that Black communities face in America. 
Additionally, as Foster (2005) declares, urban schools need multilateral advocacy “that includes 
input and support from [families], teachers, and principals in planned and deliberate ways within 
a unique historical and cultural context in which education is honored and esteemed within the 
African-American community” (p. 693). This, coupled with the support of Black leaders who 
“must help urban schools craft an agenda that helps students, faculty, and staff ‘unpack’ racism, 
sexism, classism, and elitism” (Reed & Evans, 2008, p. 497), will help schools become safe, 
healthy, positive, and culturally competent spaces for Black youth. As Blackgirls are a doubly 
marginalized population, however, it is essential to re-center them and prioritize both cultural 
 
 39 
competence and gender responsiveness in teaching and leadership scholarship and practice, 
which will be examined further in the following section. 
Student-(De)Centered: Cultural (In)Competence, Gender (Un)Responsiveness 
Expectations for teachers are constantly changing as new research informs new “best 
practices.” This explains some changes over the last two decades, like shifting from one-size-
fits-all, uniform practices to differentiated instruction (George, 2005); from teacher-centered to 
student-centered classrooms; and from unilateral curricula to culturally responsive teaching 
(Gay, 2000). While this ever-evolving work is never really complete, the foundations of change 
have been laid, and at the heart of this progress are the children themselves and the voices they 
possess. Student voice has become not only a significant part of the classroom, but also a 
significant contributor to research surrounding curriculum and instruction, as understanding 
students’ needs is typically the catalyst for altering cookie-cutter, business-as-usual teaching. 
 Teachers, often the ones who have the most exposure to student voice, have a great deal 
of power to elevate and listen to them—or devalue and silence them. Hence, as Lomotey (2019) 
declares, “the most significant relationship in schools is between the teacher and the student” (p. 
1). Teachers who opt to listen have raised awareness of the importance of students’ contributions 
to the field. Thus, educators discovered that with students’ voices came their experiences, 
desires, hopes, interests, families, neighborhoods, and cultures, and with this newfound 
information came the realization that there is a significant lack of cultural competence and 
gender responsiveness in American schools today. This is seen particularly frequently in urban 
school settings, where pre-service teachers typically feel less prepared to teach (Siwatu, 2011), 
but where they are more likely to be placed (Aragon, Culpepper, McKee, & Perkins, 2013). The 
conversations around cultural incompetence and gender unresponsiveness, then, must be 
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extended to include urban school leaders, who must take on the role of mentorship (Tillman, 
2005) in addition to implementing this responsiveness within their own leadership practices. 
Thus, while the teacher-student relationship may be where “the rubber meets the road,” 
educational leaders who engage in student-centered leadership practices (Bryk, 2010; DiMartino, 
Clarke, & Lachat, 2002; Haber-Curran & Tillapaugh, 2015) with a culturally and gender-
responsive orientation can also make a significant difference (Lomotey, 2019).  
While the field of educational leadership continues to extend beyond the organizational 
and managerial roles of school leaders (Welton et al., 2019), diving more deeply into social 
justice (Theoharris, 2008), equity (Brown, 2004), and cultural responsive (Khalifa et al., 2016) 
and anti-racist leadership practices (Brooks & Arnold, 2013), there is still only a small, albeit 
slowly growing, body of literature that explores the intersectional experiences of Blackgirls as 
racialized and gendered beings within the context of schooling (Agosto & Roland, 2018; Gibson 
& Decker, 2019; Nash & Peters, 2020; Watson, 2016; Wun, 2016). Scholars have used 
intersectionality to connect race and gender to zero-tolerance policies in order to expose how 
Blackgirls are often pushed out, overpoliced, and unprotected in schools (Agosto & Roland, 
2018; Crenshaw et al., 2015), yet it remains underused when unpacking educational inequities in 
studies on educational leadership (Capper & Young, 2014). The lack of literature in this area 
specifically addressing Blackgirls’ experiences in schools is not only tied to academic 
scholarship; educational leaders have further accentuated, or rather neglected, it in their practices 
and policies.  
Some may argue that this limited attention to Blackgirls is partly due to weak and 
ineffective training programs that fail to adequately prepare school leaders for the realities of 
leading schools and meeting students’ diverse needs (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 
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2017; Levine, 2005). Regardless of the adequacy of the training they received, educational 
leaders must be held accountable for students’ lack of success and achievement, which can lead 
to “punitive and demoralizing” (Robinson, 2011, p. 2) consequences for leaders in addition to the 
detrimental impact on the students whom the schools have failed. When schools habitually fail 
particular groups of students, it becomes critical to re-center students from the top down. 
Despite many principals’ reflections on their professional experiences indicating that 
students make their challenging jobs worthwhile, many practices that school leaders employ do 
not actually center students (Robinson, 2011). This conflicts with the notion that in order for 
educational leaders to ensure the effectiveness of schools for all students, the students themselves 
should be placed at the center of all school policies, decisions, and practices (Blair, 2002). 
Furthermore, since school effectiveness is measured by academic achievement and student 
outcomes (Robinson, 2011), and because academic success is only attainable when schools foster 
psychologically safe environments for students (Ladson-Billings, 1994), focus must be placed on 
students’ overall well-being and the explicit and implicit messages being transmitted to them. 
Accordingly, beyond just test scores and statistics, educators must take a deep dive into the lives 
of students, particularly those from marginalized populations, to examine closely the ways in 
which they are experiencing school, which is what this study sets out to achieve.  
Much of the educational leadership scholarship over the last several decades explores 
leadership styles and their direct impact on school effectiveness and student outcomes (Bogler, 
2001; Crum, Sherman, & Myran, 2009; Fullan & Watson, 2000; Leithwood, Anderson, Mascall, 
& Straus, 2010; Robinson et al., 2009; Silins, 1992; Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). Urban 
educational leadership scholars, however, tap into a greater level of interdependence by calling 
for school administrators to deepen school-community relationships enacting the role of 
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community leaders (Khalifa, 2012) and bridging the gap between students’ home and school 
environments, particularly in marginalized, segregated communities (Horsford, 2009; Morris, 
2002; Siddle Walker, 2009). The importance of this community leadership role that school 
administrators play extends beyond simply being friendly with students’ families; rather, it 
requires school leaders to be community-oriented, and to seek out ways of improving students’ 
lives holistically and intentionally (Khalifa, 2012; Siddle Walker, 2005). This requires trust, 
building rapport, flexibility, and inclusivity—moving school leaders beyond cut-and-dry, 
business-as-usual leadership practices. It also requires leaders to see the unseen and hear the 
unheard—particularly voices from the margins. Normore, Rodriguez, and Wynne (2007) argue 
that “people with the least amount of power must be central to the decision-making process” (p. 
656). Pushing them a step further, I suggest that people with the least amount of access to 
platforms of power must be central to the decision-making process. That is, when educational 
leaders invite marginalized populations to the table, providing them with a platform to be heard, 
educators can truly bear witness to the power that these groups possess and more effectively 
meet their needs.  
Because different educational environments require different things, Reed and 
Swaminathan (2015) introduce the concept of contextually responsive leadership (CRL), which 
calls on urban school leaders to take the context of their school environments into account and 
respond to the context of needs using a combination of strategies to more effectively transform 
schools. They point to the concept of developing an understanding and acknowledgement of “the 
community, institutional, and societal forces that impinge on urban students, their families, and 
the school itself, forces that include poverty, racism, and inequities” (Crow & Scribner, 2014, p. 
299). In order to be responsive to the multiply marginalized experiences of Blackgirls in urban 
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schools, then, it is critical for leaders to understand intersectionality in addition to the more 
commonly referenced cultural responsiveness. Hence, there is a need for student-centered 
research that can be used to inform leadership practices, and to create more culturally and 
gender-responsive urban schools as a means to combat the racial and gender biases that are often 
projected onto Blackgirls in educational institutions. This is one of this study’s primary goals. 
Racial and Gender Biases 
The implicit racial and gender biases characterizing Blackgirls as being loud, angry, 
unruly, aggressive, attitudinal, defiant, and promiscuous contradict teachers’ and school leaders’ 
racialized, class-based, and gendered constructions of femininity, and therefore influence their 
interpretations of girls’ behaviors in school as acceptable or deviant (Brown, 2013; Evans-
Winters, 2005; Hines-Datiri & Carter Andrews, 2017; Love, 2012; Morris, 2016). Important to 
note is that when white women and girls appropriate these same images projected negatively 
onto Blackgirlhood, they do not carry the same stigmas (Muhammad & Haddix, 2016). 
Ironically, many of the characteristics that Blackgirls embody in schools, and are penalized for, 
are actually traits indicative of academic success and achievement: assertiveness, independence, 
resilience, free expressiveness, and boldness (Esposito & Edwards, 2018). So why, then, are 
Blackgirls not praised for these traits? Negative portrayals of Blackgirls and women in the 
media validate outsiders’ perceptions of them in the real world, and consequently, Blackgirls are 
misread and punished at disproportionate rates. Individuals who lack a solid sense of cultural 
competence and gender responsiveness often either rely on these media representations to 
establish an understanding of unfamiliar cultures, or they subconsciously internalize these 
representations as generalizable group characteristics instead of seeing them as the harmful 
stereotypes they are. Lindsay (2018) suggests, “Stereotypes provide the rhetorical and affective 
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foundation for anti-Black girl racial and gender terror” (p. 171). Thus, without confronting and 
addressing these biases, teachers and school leaders will continue to enact harmful and 
exclusionary practices against Blackgirls. 
These explicit racial and gender biases can, ironically, be more difficult to detect because 
many school leaders and policymakers believe that the language and terms of their school 
policies and codes are fair, general, and “race-neutral” (Hines-Datiri & Carter Andrews, 2017). 
The fact that they are not always easily identifiable, however, does not negate their existence. A 
school policy that bans the wearing of braids, for example, has pretty explicit racial and cultural 
implications, as braids are a common hairstyle within Black culture. Disciplining students for 
wearing braids, therefore, may be denying them access to their own cultural identity at school. 
This was the case for 15-year-old African-American twin sisters Deanna and Maya Cook, whom 
their Massachusetts school repeatedly penalized for wearing their hair in braids in 2017 (“Parents 
Say,” 2017). The school’s dress code policy prohibited extensions, which resulted in the twins 
facing multiple hours of detention, suspension, and exclusion from sports teams and activities, 
prom, and clubs—not to mention the psychological toll that this form of exclusion and 
discrimination has taken on them. 
The language in school policies is often vague and subjective. Using words like 
“disrespectful,” “inappropriate,” “disobedient,” and “disruptive” leaves much to be interpreted. 
This manifested form of institutional racism creates a harmful structure in schools that penalizes 
and criminalizes students by policy and practice and makes it seem just, since rules are rules. If 
the interpreters of these school policies are not culturally competent and gender responsive, it is 
extremely likely that Blackgirls can be misread and therefore punished unfairly for the same 
“infractions” that their white and/or male counterparts enact without consequence.  
 
 45 
Blackgirl Push Out 
The realities of “Black girl push out,” defined by Monique Morris (2016) as “a collection 
of policies, practices, and consciousness that fosters invisibility, marginalizes [Blackgirls’] pain 
and opportunities, and facilitates their criminalization,” are influenced by three major factors: 1) 
zero-tolerance policies and surveillance measures, 2) the policing of their bodies as criminals, 
and 3) penalizing “bad” girl attitudes. Consequently, Blackgirls have reportedly been “pushed-
out of schools and treated like criminals for: Falling asleep, standing up for themselves, asking 
questions, wearing natural hair, wearing revealing clothing, and engaging in unruly (although not 
criminal or delinquent) acts in school” (Morris, 2016, p. 57). As Lindsey (2018) claims, “For 
Black girls, the consequences of being a ‘typical’ school-age child or teenager can have lifelong 
or even deathly consequences” (p. 172). 
Ignoring this disproportional exclusion of Blackgirls from school has serious implications 
for their life chances and well-being. Girls who are suspended from school, for example, are 
more inclined to drop out (Mallet, 2015). Particularly for Black and Latina girls, dropping out of 
school increases the likelihood of ending up with low-wage work or facing unemployment 
(Mallet, 2015). As a 2015 Black Girls Matter report (Crenshaw et al., 2015) suggests, “The 
income gap between dropouts and high school graduates is greater for women than it is for men. 
Given the economic dependence of so many Black children on a female wage earner, Black girls 
dropping out of high school is of critical socioeconomic concern” (p. 25). The cost of failing to 
address implicit and explicit biases in schools is the perpetuation of harmful practices and 
detrimental outcomes for Blackgirls and for society as a whole. When we fail to cater to the 
needs of Blackgirls and instead push them further into the margins, the cost is their safety, well-
being, inclusion, future, and self-concept. The cost is a world without their brilliance, creativity, 
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and passion. That cost is far too great. With this understanding at its core, this study explores 
deeply the invisibilized school experiences of pushed-out Blackgirls in an alternative high 
school, and provides Blackgirls a space to tell the stories themselves, in their own ways, from the 
margins. 
Alternative Schooling 
For many of these pushed-out students, the answer to the question of where they will end 
up lies in alternative school settings, which officials have frequently turned to over the last 
decade due to the increased use of exclusionary discipline (Carver & Lewis, 2010; Reyes, 2006; 
Saltman, 2007). While alternative schools have been in existence for more than 50 years, most 
currently view them as institutions for students who are deemed “challenging” or who violate 
zero-tolerance policies (Vanderhaar, Petrosko, & Muñoz, 2014). State legislation and policy 
define alternative education as falling into one of four particular categories: 1) a nontraditional 
educative setting (i.e. “separate buildings on or off school grounds, school within a school, 
setting other than student’s regular classroom, and a classroom set aside for disruptive students” 
[Lehr et al., 2009, p. 24]); 2) an institution serving students at risk of failing school; 3) a school 
serving students with “behavior problems” or who are considered disruptive; or, 4) a place 
serving students who have been suspended or expelled (Lehr et al., 2009). From this definition, 
alternative-school student enrollment is based on suspension, expulsion, disruption, school 
failure, and other criteria that problematically label students as “at-risk” (i.e., “dropout status, 
history of truancy, physical abuse, substance abuse or possession, and homelessness” [Lehr et al., 
2009, p. 26]).  
Unsurprisingly, it is Black and Brown students, as well as students from low-income 
communities, who are significantly overrepresented in public alternative schools (Foley & Pang, 
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2006; Reyes, 2006; Saltman, 2007). Additionally, students with disabilities—particularly those 
labeled as having an emotional or behavioral disorder (EBD)—are often placed in alternative 
schools at disproportionate rates (Foley & Pang, 2006; Gorney & Ysseldyke, 1993; Lehr et al., 
2009). As a result, education scholars have frequently criticized public disciplinary-alternative 
schools, claiming that they are “dumping grounds,” “repositories for undesirable youths,” or 
mechanisms put in place to stratify students by race and socioeconomic status, developing an 
“under-class” (Dunbar, 1999; Elder, 1966; Muñoz, 2004) and widening the achievement gap 
between white and non-white students, especially Black youth (Donelan, Neal, & Jones, 1994; 
Dunbar, 1999; Dunning-Lozano, 2016; Kelley, 1993; Oakes, 2005; Ravitch, 1995; Tyack & 
Cuban, 1995). Students in alternative school placements are considered to be one of the most 
vulnerable populations of young people in America (Foley & Pang, 2006; Reyes, 2006; Saltman, 
2007). 
For students who have been pushed out of their traditional schools, many families view 
these placements as a last resort (Gadsden, 2017). Yet many scholars have called into question 
the academic rigor and quality of education students receive at alternative institutions, often 
doubting that these schools can even uphold basic academic standards and provide supportive 
environments (Dunbar, 2001; Dunning-Lozano, 2016; Gadsden, 2017; Foley & Pang, 2006; 
Kelley, 1993; Lehr et al., 2009; Muñoz, 2004). Thus, as Dunning-Lozano (2016) suggests, “This 
system may paradoxically contribute to lowered student outcomes, self-perceptions and higher 
dropout rates, while simultaneously offering some students the opportunity to obtain an 
academic credential otherwise unavailable to them” (p. 455).  
Wilkerson, Afacan, Perzigian, Justin, and Lequia (2016) note, “Little is known about the 
short- and long-term academic and behavioral outcomes experienced by students who attend 
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behavior-focused alternative schools” (p. 82). Indeed, as the scholarship on it is particularly 
sparse, there is much to uncover about many aspects of alternative schooling. A good deal of the 
existing research on alternative schooling in urban settings focuses on boys and students of color, 
in general; or Black boys, more specifically. In fact, during a recent scholarly search of literature 
on alternative schooling, I found a total of six studies that focused on girls, and only two that 
primarily emphasized the experiences of Black girls: one that explored how Blackgirls describe 
and define their own “delinquent behaviors” (Pugh-Lilly, Neville, & Poulin, 2001), and another 
that investigated statewide data on disciplinary equity in Texas (Slate, Gray, & Jones, 2016). A 
study conducted at a public alternative high school in California, however, found that when 
comparing student enrollment in alternative schools to “mainstream schools,” examining both 
race and gender together illuminates the starkest disparities (Dunning-Lozano, 2016). In fact, 
Dunning-Lozano (2016) found that the rate of Blackgirls’ enrollment at the alternative school 
was five times the enrollment rate at the “mainstream school,” which exceeded the rate of Black 
boys. This disproportionality speaks directly to racial and gender biases, as well as the lack of 
intersectional cultural competence and gender responsiveness in many school districts that 
causes them to be dangerous places for Blackgirls. It also indicates that more research must be 
conducted in alternative educational settings with Blackgirls, incorporating their voices and 
extending beyond their negatively perceived behaviors. This is important, not only as a means to 
improve the quality of alternative-school environments by exploring their strengths and areas in 
need of improvement, but also to examine Blackgirls’ prior school experiences—to unpack the 
events and circumstances that led and contributed to their being pushed out of traditional 




         Because Blackgirls, who are often misread and invisibilized, are part of an oppressed group 
in American society, their voices are often silenced and unwelcome in school environments 
(Annamma et al., 2016; Pratt-Clarke, 2010); thus, people commonly speak for instead of with 
them. For students who have been criminalized in schools, counternarratives can challenge the 
“dominant discourse of safety by humanizing students from certain backgrounds and 
problematizing educators’ decisions to systematically punish and exclude them” (Kennedy, 
Acosta, & Soutullo, 2019, p. 134; Brown, 2007; Brown & Rodríguez, 2009; Tuck, 2011). This is 
why it is critical for Blackgirls who are pushed to the educational margins to demand that they 
matter, and to do the “soul-preserving” work of finding or creating spaces for their voices to be 
heard (Haddix et al., 2016).  
In her study on Blackgirls and critical media literacy, McArthur (2016) sheds light on the 
ways in which Blackgirls, as they read, write, and speak about “the contexts of their lives, [are] 
making sense of power and the marginalized perspectives of others who had to fight to have a 
voice at the table” (p. 364). Consequently, Black [girls’] language practices can become 
“vehicles for action as they [fight] oppression, misrepresentations, and dominant ideologies with 
their pens and voices (McArthur, 2016, p. 364). Put another way, “In the process of conscious-
raising, actual life-sharing, we begin to recognize the commonality of our experiences, and from 
sharing and growing consciousness, to build a politics that will change our lives and inevitably 
end our oppression” (Hull, 1982, p. 15). Further, as Haddix et al. (2016) beautifully articulate, 
“We can lessen hardships and turmoil if we trust our own thoughts and listen to other sistas 
[read: Blackwomen] who have lived similar experiences when they share their stories with us. 
[So, we must] value our sisters and know that they have something to teach [us]” (p. 393). Thus, 
the work of Blackgirls finding and expressing their voices, and speaking the truth of their lives, 
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can and should be a communal experience (hooks, 2005). Accordingly, in this study, I aimed to 
create a safe space to conduct a series of focus group interviews with my participants. 
Focus Groups as Contemporary Hush Harbors that Centralize Blackgirl Voice 
 Focus group interviews are tools that researchers have used to reduce the power 
dynamics that are often prevalent in individual interviews (Madriz, 2000; Wilkinson, 1999). In 
her exploratory study on how Blackgirls navigate sexual expectations and coercion, French 
(2013) uses focus groups to “bring Blackgirls voices to the forefront of the research… [and] 
offer interactions that uncover under-researched topics” (p. 38). She emphasizes her efforts to 
provide participants with a safe space to discuss sensitive topics by “assuring there are no right 
or wrong answers, explaining the importance of confidentiality and how to achieve that,” as well 
as “reiterating that [the girls could] remove their participation at any time without consequence” 
(p. 40). McKee, O’Sullivan, and Weber (2006) use focus groups with Black and Latina women 
and girls to bring about a greater depth of exploration of a host of individual, but related, 
perspectives through participant interaction to more efficiently identify key findings about 
adolescent girls’ reproductive care. Greene (2016) draws on Black feminist perspectives to 
provide a space of “group resistance narratives, which validated Black girls’ everyday 
experiences” (p. 279) through focus groups, which “served as safe spaces for Black girls to 
represent self and construct their identities” (p. 281). Thus, in this study, I used focus group 
interviews to centralize Blackgirls’ voices, explore their experiences with great depth, and 
provide a safe space for group narratives of resistance, in the form of a virtual, contemporary 
hush harbor. 
In a number of recent studies, scholars have highlighted the use and creation of 
contemporary hush harbors—sites where Black folks can “speak frankly in Black spaces in front 
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of Black audiences” (Nunley, 2011, p. 23), and spaces for Blackwomen and girls to communally 
unpack their intersectional identities and experiences with racism and sexism. Kynard (2010) 
examines the use of a virtual, digital hush harbor with 13 Black female college students, many of 
whom she found to be reluctant to speak in the classroom. She describes these settings as sacred 
sites of emancipation to share and create knowledge, while working against hegemonic systems; 
centering the experiences of marginalized groups within hostile environments. Exploring hush 
harbors for Blackwomen within the academy, Pyke (2018) compares them to domestic violence 
shelters, as they act as sanctuaries for people who are abused and pushed to the margins. This is 
not to render Blackwomen and girls as victims, but rather as survivors, gathering in a space 
where they can validate one another by sharing and acknowledging their individual and 
collective experiences. 
Life Notes 
         One particular means of expressing Blackgirl voice is through the creation of life notes 
(Bell-Scott, 1994), defined as “constructed personal narratives such as letters, stories, journal 
entries, reflections, poetry, music, and other artful forms” (Dillard, 2000, p. 664). While 
dominant scholarship often undervalues life notes, they are legitimate and powerful tools that can 
be used to express specialized bodies of knowledge embodying the voices of Blackwomen and 
girls (Dillard, 2000). These brilliant, artful forms, rooted in Blackwomen and girls’ literacies, 
stray from traditional scholarship; therefore, many do not view them as academic, but rather as 
personal. Consequently, there is extremely limited scholarship on Blackwomen’s use of life 
notes, and even less on Blackgirls’ use of life notes. 
Despite this historical inattention, over the last two decades there has been an influx of 
research on Blackgirl literacies, which speak to their “life notes” without actually mentioning the 
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term itself. Through the use of personal writing (Muhammad, 2012; Winn, 2013a; Wissman, 
2009), literacy collaboratives (Henry, 2001; Muhammad, 2015; Wissman, 2007), and 
performative literacies (Covington-Ward, 2006; Winn, 2012; Winn & Jackson, 2011), Blackgirls 
can claim a space, establish an identity, and provide a voice in various social interactions, while 
also gaining access to a community of power (Finders, 1997; Lesley, 2012; Moje, 2002; Moje et 
al., 2008; Purcell-Gates, 2007, as cited in Pytash, 2016). These literacies also provide Blackgirls 
with ways to express their feelings, and opportunities to reflect on the events of their lives 
(Blackburn, 2002; Finders, 1997; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004; Lesley, 2012; Moje, Overby, 
Tysvaer, & Morris, 2008; Wissman, 2008). 
In the context of research and scholarship, “life notes may be seen as embodying the 
meaning and reflections that consciously attend to a whole life as it is embedded in sociocultural 
contexts and communities of affinity” (Dillard, 2000, p. 664). This suggests that life notes are 
stories not just being told, but also being analyzed and synthesized, so that knowledge and 
meaning are being passed along. As Kellner and Share (2005) affirm, “Coming to voice is 
important for people who have seldom been allowed to speak for themselves, but without critical 
analysis it is not enough” (p. 371). In other words, it is important for Blackgirls to be able to 
share their life experiences in ways that are authentic to them, while also being the primary 
sources of meaning-making and analysis of their experiences. Thus, in this study, participants 
were not only invited to compose life notes, but they were also included in the process of 
participatory data analysis, enabling them to analyze the life notes they composed. 
Applying These Findings to the Proposed Study 
As hooks (1989) so eloquently affirmed, my goal is to help “make a world wherein 
scholarship and work by black women is valued so that we will be motivated to do such work, so 
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that our voices will be heard” (p. 48). Blackwomen’s struggles are those, and more, of Black 
men; as well as those, and more, of white women. Thus, it is critical to bring attention to the 
unique experiences that are theirs. With literature that focuses solely on Blackgirls being so 
limited, there is a need for more. This is why I have chosen to focus my research on Blackgirls, 
who must navigate their Blackness and girlhood all while coming of age. 
Because so many Blackgirls in urban communities have experienced being misread and 
criminalized in schools, and thus pushed out of them, these girls must face the double 
marginalization of their intersectional identities while also navigating the isolation of being 
excluded and labeled “delinquent.” Much of the research around Blackgirls in schools highlights 
these perceptions of delinquency and acts of violence that they commit, offering statistics on the 
rates at which they are pushed out. This is why I have opted to highlight Blackgirls’ voices in my 
research, as I strive to access the unaltered stories, knowledge, and meanings they derive from 
their lived histories in schools. In doing this, I aim to paint a more holistic picture of who these 
Blackgirls are and the scope of their experiences in school—the good and the bad. 
Once their traditional school placements cannot or will not accommodate their needs, 
these Blackgirls are funneled into alternative institutions, which often do not even meet basic 
standards of academics and instruction or provide efficient support services for students—thus 
making them simple “dumping grounds.” With much of the research on alternative schools 
focusing on Black boys, Blackgirls are not only pushed to the margins, but they are left there and 
forgotten about. As Lindsey (2018) writes, “We cannot effectively combat anti-Blackness 
without bringing Blackgirls from the margins of the margins to the center of struggles for equity 
and justice” (p. 165). This is why I have chosen to conduct my research with Blackgirls from 
urban communities in alternative schools. 
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As Haddix et al. (2016) urge, in understanding that Blackwomen and girls:  
Come from a long lineage of powerful, intelligent women who all live through us, their 
stories not that much different from the ones we experience each day, we must be 
conscious to continue their legacy through our words and tell our stories so the world can 
hear our voices. (p. 393)  
The absence of Blackwomen and girls’ voices from the dominant discourse situates power 
outside of this group, and speaks to the oppression that they face. This is why my study 
foregrounds the use of Blackgirls’ voices and literacies—to provide insight on the ways in which 









RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 
Overview of the Research Design 
This is a study about Blackgirls who have been pushed to the margins. It is about 
Blackgirl voice in a society that tries to render them voiceless. It is about young women telling 
their own stories, their own ways; to make things better for the young women, and other 
marginalized groups, who will come after them. This study stands on the shoulders of 
Blackwomen on the frontlines serving as reminders that they are powerful and they are enough, 
just as it pushes back against exclusionary systems that try to silence them and make them feel 
inferior. It calls attention to the barriers put in place to keep Blackwomen and girls down and 
out; yet it breaks through those barriers, acknowledging that these women and girls are more 
than what they have gone through. In a time where Blackwomen and girls are still often 
overlooked and underestimated; villainized and victimized; and spoken for and about, but rarely 
with, this study is a representation of empirical research that doubles as a declaration that 
Blackgirls are here and ready to reclaim what is theirs.     
When conducting research exploring the lived experiences of Blackgirls from low-
income, urban neighborhoods attending alternative high schools, it was extremely important to 
find thoughtful and creative means of data collection and representation, so that it truly 
embodied the participants’ authentic selves. Because of my belief in Blackgirl agency and 
capability, the participants in the study also functioned as co-researchers, in that they analyzed 
 
 56 
the data with me. Given the duality of these roles as participants and co-researchers, my own role 
as a researcher consisted of engaging the participants—scaffolding their thinking, but also 
moving out of their way and allowing them the space they needed to reflect, analyze, and create, 
all of which will be explored in greater detail later on in this chapter. This study is unique not 
because Blackgirls’ stories have never been told before, but rather because, within the existing 
research, Blackgirls themselves are not often the ones doing the telling. As such, this study 
employed a combination of three main data sources developed using qualitative methods, 
including focus group interviews, semi-structured individual follow-up interviews, and 
participants’ life note entries, as well as a participatory ethnodrama as a means of data analysis. I 
did all of this within the safe space of the contemporary hush harbor that we created using the 
digital platform Zoom. 
Employing a qualitative inquiry approach provided a basis for the participants and me to 
deeply engage in and analyze their experiences in urban schools; contextualize them in a small-
group setting (Rossman & Rallis, 2003); and, subsequently, generate dialogue about school 
culture that can inform transformation efforts and educational leadership practices. This showed 
up in both the focus group interviews and the semi-structured individual follow-up interviews, 
which allowed me to gather information through dialogue in participants’ natural settings 
(Creswell, 2013). Participants’ life notes from the data collection process, which included letters, 
stories, journal entries, reflections, and poetry, served as artifacts that honor the authenticity, 
power, and agency of their own voices and creations over my interpretations of them. While 
typical ethnodramatic methods would permit me to present my data through a nontraditional, 
creative outlet, transgressing the boundaries of academia (Nimmons, 2007), my decision to 
include participants in this process allowed us to engage in the work collaboratively and share in 
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both the collection and analysis of the data. This, as Ruitenberg (2012) suggests, afforded the 
participants the opportunity to be speakers who are acknowledged as “intelligent beings with the 
capacity to make meaning and share their view of the world” (p. 273). As such, their histories, 
knowledge, and opinions can be a critical point of entry into school reform. To that end, my 
research questions included: 
1. What have Blackgirls attending an alternative high school experienced in K-12 
urban schools? 
2. How do Blackgirls express their experiences navigating urban schools through the 
creation of life notes?  
3. What do Blackgirls want educators to know about their experiences in schools, 
the ways in which those experiences have impacted them, and how they 
subsequently reimagine schooling? 
To further expound on how the study addressed these questions, this chapter includes details of 
the research design, data analysis, presentation of findings, researcher positionality, 
trustworthiness, and limitations. 
Research Design 
      The goal of this study was to provide educational leaders with insight into the urban 
schooling experiences of Blackgirls currently attending an alternative high school, from the 
perspective and through the words of Blackgirls themselves. The study participants and I 
explored and analyzed their lived experiences in urban schools, and they conveyed those 
experiences in rich, meaningful, and culturally indigenous ways. Accordingly, my research 
design involved several methods of data collection, including focus group interviews, semi-
structured individual follow-up interviews, and participants’ composition of life note entries, 
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each described in more depth later on in this chapter, and outlined in Table 3.1. My timeline for 
data collection can be found in Appendix A. I opted to utilize these methods in order to 
foreground the participants’ narratives and the literary ways in which they saw fit to express 
them. In addition, since the research questions called for the exploration of the urban schooling 
experiences of Blackgirls currently attending an alternative high school, I made very intentional 
choices regarding participant selection, which will be discussed further in the next section. 
 
 
Table 3.1 Research Design and Timeline 





In a small-group setting with all 4 participants, 
I posed questions about their prior experiences 
in urban schools, their current experiences in 
the alternative high school, and their visions 
and prescriptions for what they believe should 
take place in schools to best accommodate their 
needs. I collected data by taking field notes and 










Life Note Entries Following each focus group interview, 
participants composed a form of life notes of 
their choosing in online journals, using them as 
tools to tell stories about their past and present 











During the composition of their life note 
entries, I conducted individual check-ins and 
posed questions asking participants to elaborate 
on the experiences they were documenting. I 
collected data by taking field notes, video 













To analyze the data from the focus group 
interviews, life note entries, and semi-
structured individual follow-up interviews, the 
participants and I selected important themes 
and stories (and their accompanying life note 
artifacts) to paint a picture of their past and 
present experiences in schools, and used them 
to co-create an ethnodrama geared towards an 
audience of educators. Together, the 
participants and I constructed a compilation of 
theatrical scenes with dialogue and 




90 mins  
 
2 times/week  
Table 3.1 Research Design and Timeline. Guides the inquiry, includes dates and data sources. 
 
Participant Selection 
I selected the participants for this qualitative study through purposive sampling (Patton, 
2002), since the study specifically called for Black high school girls in an alternative-school 
setting, where the target population is typically small (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). In order to 
obtain participants for the study, I employed a criterion-based selection process, selecting four 
girls who: a) self-identified as Black or African-American; b) currently attended an alternative 
high school in New Jersey; and, c) had attended at least one urban public school prior to the 
alternative high school.  
To recruit participants, I began by reaching out to a district-level administrator from a 
large, urban public school district in New Jersey, and provided a brief overview of my study. I 
completed the district’s request form for research studies, and once my request was approved, I 
presented a formal pitch to the principal and staff members at one of the district’s alternative 
schools using the digital platform Google Meet. In the presentation, I described my research 
study extensively, and following that I was provided with a list of 20 students who met the 
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aforementioned criteria. The following week, I presented the study in great detail to the 20 
students from the list, accompanied by the school principal and staff, on Google Meet. 
Immediately after the presentation, I answered any questions students had about me, the study, 
and their potential participation. At the end of the meeting, students indicated if they were 
interested in participating in the study by using the Google Meet chat feature. Five out of the 20 
expressed interest. Because this study involved participants under the age of consent in New 
Jersey—18 years old—I was only able to obtain assent from potential participants once their 
legal guardians formally granted their permission. Thus, once the five students indicated their 
interest, I sent them and their parents/guardians information packets via e-mail. The packets 
included a recruitment flyer (see Appendix B), a letter of invitation to participate (see Appendix 
C), a child assent form with participant rights (see Appendix D), and a parental permission form 
(see Appendix E). All five students returned their completed forms via e-mail, but only four were 
ultimately able to participate fully—one student had continuous work conflicts, so she did not 
have time to participate beyond the first focus group session. I stored the signed assent and 
permission forms in a locked file cabinet in my home, and I set up an initial meet-and-greet 
Zoom session with the recruited participants to get to know them, introduce myself, explain the 
study and how we would proceed, and answer any of their questions. 
The small number of participants was ideal in that it kept the group intimate, and helped 
encourage full participation and personal contributions from everyone (Patton, 1990; Shaw, 
Brady, & Davy, 2011). It was also important for managing conversations, as it prevented one or 
two participants from dominating the discussion; we were able to establish a “collective whole” 
where participants felt like vital members of the group (Glitz, 1998), and to set a relaxed tone so 
that participants could feel free to ask questions amid discussions (Drabenstott, 1992). As is 
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typical with qualitative research, this study was about diving deeply into participants’ lived 
experiences, to paint a well-rounded picture of who they are and what they have encountered in 
schools; as such, the depth of the data counterbalanced the small sample size. 
Participant selection and previous schools. One major component of the participant 
pool that is important to expound upon is the notion that I specifically sought participants who 
had previously attended at least one traditional public school serving predominantly Black and 
Latinx students in a low-income, urban community prior to their enrollment in the alternative 
school. The scope of the study aimed to unpack the participants’ prior experiences deeply, as a 
means of storying their school histories before being “pushed out” of their traditional schools and 
into the alternative school along with their current experiences in the alternative school. This was 
a critical aspect of the study because its purpose was to inform urban educational leadership 
practices as a whole, and not just alternative-school leadership practices. 
Design Layout 
Over the course of one marking period—which, for New Jersey public schools, equals 
nine weeks—I met with participants twice per week for 90-minute sessions, for 18 sessions in 
total. During the first six weeks, the participants and I focused on their lived experiences in urban 
schools, while the last three weeks of the study were dedicated to the participants collaboratively 
analyzing the data and co-constructing the ethnodrama with me. Each 90-minute session 
commenced with a check-in and included a focus group interview, an invitation to compose a life 
note entry, semi-structured individual follow-up interviews, and a closing.  
Check-ins. The check-ins were designed to determine the “pulse” of each participant in 
the group, as well as to foster a sense of community and help put the participants into a frame of 
mind that would allow them to dive deeply into their past and present experiences. Going around 
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quickly and allowing each participant to speak at the beginning of the session helped to establish 
a sense of the “collective whole” and confirmed the expectation that all participants would 
contribute to the conversation, that their contributions were valued, and that their opinions and 
ideas would be heard (Glitz, 1998). This also provided participants with a space for brief 
reflections on whatever thoughts or feelings were occupying their minds at that time. Addressing 
these at the beginning of each session allowed participants to be fully present throughout the 90-
minute duration.  
Focus group interviews, life notes, and individual interviews. During the focus group 
interviews, participants shared their experiences, coinciding thoughts and feelings, and the 
meanings they made or were trying to make of them. I scaffolded the interviews with guiding 
questions, and they flowed more like conversations at times than question-and-answer sessions. 
At some points, participants responded directly to me; while at other points, they responded to 
one another and made connections across feelings and experiences. For one hour, participants 
were asked to reflect on a series of open-ended questions; not to reach a consensus, but to 
“consider their own views about the topic under discussion in the context of the views of [one 
another]” (Hughes-Hassell & Bishop, 2004, p. 8). The focus group interviews took place twice a 
week for the first six weeks of the study, for a total of twelve 60-minute sessions. 
As an extension of the focus group interviews, during each session, I invited participants 
to compose life notes, which supported their reflections and analyses of their experiences, while 
allowing them to express those experiences in any creative literary modality that they felt best 
captured the essence of their story. During the last 30 minutes of each 90-minute session, 
participants were invited to work on their life note entries; at times, they even continued working 
on them in subsequent sessions and in their personal time. Their life notes consisted of journal 
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entries, poems, stories, letters, and reflections—all housed in their individual, password-
protected online journals using Google Drive, with e-mail addresses and passwords that were 
specifically created for this study.  
While the participants were composing their life note entries, I conducted brief semi-
structured individual follow-up interviews with them using Zoom breakout rooms. These 
interviews allowed each participant to have one-on-one time with me, so that we could dive 
deeper into the experiences they shared in the focus group interview. For example, during one 
focus group session when participants were discussing aspects of their identity, a participant 
shared that her identity was complicated, but that she would prefer to share details about it one-
on-one with me, rather than discussing it in the whole-group setting. In our breakout room, I 
asked her questions like these: 
• “How did you feel about our conversation about identity today?” 
• “I remember you mentioned that your identity was complicated and you wanted to 
share more one-on-one. What did you mean by that?” 
• “Why do you think that’s important to you?”  
• “When it comes to identity, there’s so much to unpack. Was there something specific 
that inspired you from our conversation that you’re thinking about focusing on in 
your online journal?” 
• “What are you working on today?”  
 
The questions I posed in these interviews served to support the participants through their creative 
processes, as well as to provide me with a deeper understanding of who they were, what they had 
experienced, and how they had made or were continuing to make sense of those experiences. The 
semi-structured interviews lasted for five to seven minutes each, and were conducted with every 
participant during every session for the first six weeks of the study. A summary of the data 
collection procedures can be found in Table 3.2. 
Closing. Each session closed with a series of four reflection prompts: “I was struck 
by...”, “I found myself wondering...”, “I see a connection to this, and...” and, “I’d like to 
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continue the conversation by...” (Y. Sealey-Ruiz, personal communication, September 6, 2017). 
The participants’ responses to these prompts informed our subsequent sessions for the week and 
thereafter. This reminded me of the importance of my own adaptability as a researcher, and 
allowed me to be responsive to the students’ needs while the study authentically took form. At 
the same time, it helped to create space and opportunity for participants to have a sense of 
agency in the research design. Such an emergent and unplanned curriculum (Ruitenberg, 2012) is 
important because “what arrives is dependent on contexts, histories, bodies, and affective 
encounters” (Springgay & Truman, 2018, p. 44); these could only be evidenced by the 
participants unpacking their thoughts and those of their peers in real time during each session.  
 The 90-minute sessions took place on Zoom without the presence of any school faculty or 
staff members, so that participants could feel free to be open and honest about their experiences 
without the risk of any blowback from school officials. I believe this helped to prevent biased 
comments from the participants (Hughes-Hassell & Bishop, 2004), and strengthened their 
feelings of safety within the contemporary digital hush harbor that we created. 
 
Table 3.2 Summary of Data Collection 
Research Questions Data Collection Procedure 
What have Blackgirls attending an alternative high 
school experienced in K-12 urban schools? 
 
• Focus group interviews 
• Semi-structured individual follow-up 
interviews 
How do Blackgirls express their experiences navigating 
urban schools through the creation of life notes? 
• Life note entries 
What do Blackgirls want educators to know about their 
experiences in school, the ways in which those 
experiences have impacted them, and how they 
subsequently reimagine schooling? 
• Focus group interviews 
• Life note entries 
• Semi-structured individual follow-up 
interviews 




Focus Group Interviews 
While I did invest a lot of thought and energy in the process of creating a contemporary 
digital hush harbor where my participants could speak openly and honestly about their school 
experiences through the years leading up to the time of the study, the space we created felt very 
natural, and the participants opened up to me and to each other very quickly. In our Zoom 
meetings, they exchanged stories, knowledge, and beliefs within a shared culture. This was a 
critical component of the study because of the violence Blackgirls often face in American society 
in general, and at school particularly. In order for them to feel free to share their stories, they had 
to believe that this was a safe space to do so. Thus, to effectively facilitate the series of focus 
group interviews with my participants, I drew upon the collective to establish a contemporary 
digital hush harbor for Blackgirls, by Blackgirls—where their voices would be expressed, 
shared, heard, and explored deeply.  
The main goal of the focus group interviews was to incite “lively collective interaction 
[that would] bring forth spontaneous expressive and emotional views” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 
2009, p. 150). Participants were invited to explore their lived histories in urban and alternative 
schools as a collective, and were often able to make connections across the scope of their 
experiences. By creating this contemporary digital hush harbor, I hoped the focus group would 
provide a sense of safety for participants to exchange and confirm their experiences with others 
who shared similar backgrounds, without being marginalized (Madriz, 2000). The notion of 
establishing a “collective whole” (Glitz, 1998) was critical here, because, “As participants 
hear[d] each other’s responses, they [were] encouraged to express their ideas and opinions, 
provide alternative viewpoints and supply details that [led] to a broader understanding of the 
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topic[s] under discussion” (Hughes-Hassell & Bishop, 2004, p. 8). Hughes-Hassell and Bishop 
(2004) elaborate on this concept and its relevance to vulnerable populations like Blackgirls in 
alternative schools, noting: 
By hearing other people speak about similar experiences and feelings, members of the 
group are able to overcome their own anxieties or hesitations about offering their views, 
opinions or thoughts about a topic. This is especially important when dealing with 
populations whose views have often been overlooked or dismissed, like children and 
young adults. (p. 9) 
In this way, our focus group interviews fostered an atmosphere of openness and candor from the 
participants that many other techniques may not have (Glitz, 1998). 
Focus group interviews are extraordinarily valuable methods of collecting data because, 
as opposed to only gathering the insight of one person, they provide access to the perspectives, 
ideas, and experiences of multiple people at once. This is beneficial for saving time, especially 
because “the social interaction involved in the interview typically helps participants focus on the 
most important aspects of a topic or issue” (Hughes-Hassell & Bishop, 2004, p. 9). Focus group 
interviews are also advantageous because “the format allows the interviewer to probe for 
clarification or solicit greater detail throughout the interview, thus enhancing the completeness of 
the data collected” (Hughes-Hassell & Bishop, 2004, p. 9).  
The focus group sessions were broken down into themes and topics by the week. 
Breaking down the themes and topics in this way, instead of by day, allowed us room to dive 
deeply into discussions and share experiences without the added pressure of moving on to a 
different topic or question at the very next session, which supported the gradual development of 
generative conversations. The themes and topics for each week, laid out in Table 3.3, explored 
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participants’ past and present experiences in schools as well as their thoughts, feelings, visions, 
and prescriptions for schooling. 
 
Table 3.3 Focus Group Interview Themes and Topics 
Week Theme Topic 
1 Warming Up Thoughts and Feelings about School 
2  
Past Experiences in Schools 
The Elementary Years (K-5) 
3 The Middle School Years (6-8) 
4  
Past and Present Experiences in Schools 
The High School Years (9-12) 
5 Stories to Sum it All Up 
6 Turning to the Future Visions and Prescriptions for Schooling 
Table 3.3 Focus Group Interview Themes and Topics. Categorizes focus group sessions by week. 
 
We explored each weekly focus group interview theme and topic thoroughly through 
guiding questions that scaffolded group discussions. In following Berg’s (1998) guidelines for 
conducting focus groups, I used the list of guiding questions “to direct the discussions while 
allowing participants to explore in depth [the] issues they found most interesting” (McKee et al., 
2006, p. 521). The questions, outlined in Appendix F, steered the conversations toward 
participants’ perspectives on school, general personnel, teachers, principals, educational leaders, 
and themselves as students and people, while remaining responsive to the natural direction in 
which the discussions went. To collect data during these sessions, I took limited field notes and 
video-recorded and transcribed each session with the participants’ permission, so that I was able 
to remain as present in the discussions as possible. In this sense, the modification of my original 




The participants’ life notes were written artifacts of their expressed stories and 
experiences. Through the literary modality of their choosing, the participants composed life notes 
by fleshing out detailed thoughts, ideas, and stories that came up for them either in the actual 
discussion or simply in their minds during it. Over the course of 30 minutes, immediately 
following each focus group interview, participants spent time composing these life notes in their 
designated online journals. Typically, life notes are intended to flow authentically, whenever 
inspiration strikes the composer—in real time, as the composer reflects on the present 
experiences of his or her life—and not as assigned tasks. Because of the study design, however, 
as participants unpacked their school histories, they were allotted time to compose life notes to 
support their reflections and analyses, thus (re)creating their realities through writing (Bell-Scott, 
1994).  
Any time that a participant did not feel inspired to compose a life note during the allotted 
30 minutes, we discussed possible literary modalities that she wanted to revisit at a later time. It 
was critical that the life note composition felt genuine for the students, and not like an 
inauthentic, forced component of a study of which they had no ownership. This helped to 
counteract the pressure of composing life notes during the allotted time, and to remain true to the 
freedom that composing life notes must offer. On the few occasions that they did not compose 
life notes during the allotted session, the participants’ quiet reflections proved to be just as 
powerful, and they often revisited their online journals when they felt led to in their personal 
time.  
Participants were also allowed to revisit any of their life notes from previous sessions at 
any point during the study—in the 30-minute allotted time or in their personal time. When this 
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occurred, participants either accessed their online journals independently and typed their entries 
directly into them; or, they wrote or typed their entries on their phones, computers, or personal 
notebooks, and later typed them into their online journals, where I was able to access them 
afterward. By ensuring that they had full access to their online journals and remaining flexible 
with how they spent their time, I allowed for their creative juices, written reflections, and 
analyses to continue flowing without the restrictions of having to wait for access to their life note 
journals in our sessions, or having to compose something within that 30-minute time period. 
Additionally, I always opened the space up for the participants to explore alternative methods of 
documenting their experiences outside of literary modalities, particularly because some 
identified as artists; however, they elected not to explore alternatives.  
The freedom that came with this creative process emphasized the need for an emergent 
and unplanned curriculum that gave participants complete control over the works they crafted 
(Ruitenberg, 2012). This was a critical aspect of this portion of the study because the discussions 
that surfaced in the focus group interviews directly influenced the composition of life notes, and 
there was no way to predict or determine what would come up in the conversation. Just as 
participants were invited to speak freely during focus group interviews, in true life note fashion, 
they were encouraged to write whatever and however they chose, as this space was authentically 
their own. It was vital for the life notes to be the participants’ genuine and unaltered creations, as 
it allowed them to be recognized as knowers, storytellers, meaning-makers, and activists.  
Bell-Scott (1994) indicated in her published compilation of Blackwomen and girls’ life 
notes that, through that particular work, she was striving: 
1) To honor the nameless women and girls who have recorded lives in the face of 
enormous disadvantages; 2) to share the rich experiences lost when our diversity is 
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ignored; 3) to authenticate our ability as self-defining women who can speak for 
ourselves; and 4) to encourage other generations to write for self-knowledge, 
empowerment, and posterity. (p. 18) 
In this same spirit, the participants’ life notes were crucial components of my study to honor 
them: to explore the diverse experiences of Blackgirls; to provide them with space for self-
definition, reflection, and analysis; and to move out of their way so that they could access the 
power they already possessed. As such, using their life notes as primary artifacts in the data 
collection for this study ensured that their words and work remained in their truest and most 
authentic forms, and were valued accordingly. This was critical because “African women’s 
voices embodied in life notes can be seen as specialized bodies of knowledge which, while 
legitimate and powerful, have been excluded from the reified bodies of knowledge and 
epistemological roots undergirding most social science research literature and practice” (Dillard, 
2000, p. 664). Thus, including the life notes of Blackgirls in educational research can be a unique 
and transformational contribution to the field, and an act of resistance to the marginalization of 
Blackwomen and girls. 
Semi-structured Individual Follow-up Interviews 
My hour-long focus group interviews with four Blackgirls were a useful method of 
finding ways into participants’ pasts and presents, understanding glimpses of their stories, and 
establishing connections and making meanings across their diverse experiences. Yet, because 
focus groups can sometimes inhibit discussion for some participants (McKee et al., 2006), I 
found life note compositions and semi-structured individual follow-up interviews to be important 
elements of the study as well. For example, while participants shared stories during our focus 
group sessions about how they navigated the world as racialized and gendered beings, in their 
 
 71 
life notes they unpacked the feelings and emotions they possessed that accompanied these 
stories. In this sense, many focus group discussions unpacked the mind, but the life notes 
unpacked the heart. It was in their life notes that participants were able to deeply explore the 
richness of their lived experiences in schools in timeless ways, like poems and letters, that could 
live on beyond the moments of storytelling. Because participants’ life notes were such integral 
components of the research, it was critical for me to support them through the composition 
process. To effectively do this, I conducted brief, five- to seven-minute semi-structured 
individual follow-up interviews using Zoom breakout rooms, while the other participants 
composed their life notes independently. The follow-up interviews were beneficial because they 
provided opportunities for further engagement through intimate conversations, where 
participants were able to clarify their responses from the focus group interviews and I was able to 
pose follow-up questions (Kruger et al., 2019; Moorefield-Lang, 2010; Stewart & Shamdasni, 
1990). Because these semi-structured interviews fed off of the focus group interviews, I was 
unable to forecast the content, themes, and questions that surfaced. Thus, as with the composition 
of life notes, the individual interviews required an emergent and unplanned curriculum 
(Ruitenberg, 2012). 
In designing the format of the semi-structured individual follow-up interviews in this 
study, I used as inspiration the writing workshop model’s in-class, one-on-one conferences 
(Bissex, 1982; Calkins, 1994), which are designed to help students become better writers (Parry 
& Hornsby, 1985) while teachers act as scaffolds (Bruner, 1975) throughout the writing process. 
In these conferences, the teacher engages with each student by listening, reading, complimenting, 
questioning, assessing, and instructing, making “in-flight decisions” (Cazden, 1988) about what 
each particular student needs—indicative of their emergent and unplanned (Ruitenberg, 2012) 
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nature—and recording the data collected by jotting down shorthand conference notes. One-on-
one writing conferences have proven to be more effective than whole-group instruction and 
written responses from teachers (Carnicelli, 1980), and as such, they are considered to be the 
“central act” (Calkins, 1994) of writing instruction. These conferences are structured as five- to 
seven-minute “conversations” that are personal and intimate; they are designed so that teachers 
can get to know students individually and build rapport, in addition to improving their writing 
(Anderson, 2000). Calkins (1994) suggests, “Our first job in a conference is to be a person, not 
just a teacher. It is to enjoy, to care, and to respond” (p. 118). In this study, I designed the semi-
structured individual follow-up interviews that took place as participants composed their life 
notes in that same spirit of enjoyment, care, and responsiveness. 
Because the nature of the semi-structured individual follow-up interview is not the same 
as that of the writing workshop’s one-on-one conferences, I saw a need to make modifications 
when applying the concept to my study. To inform this modification process, I pull from Alex 
Ruthmann’s (2007) The Composer’s Workshop, where writing workshop meets music education. 
Ruthmann’s (2007) model uses conferring sessions, which take place while students are 
composing music independently. Teachers hold discussions with students about the intent and 
creative processes of their work, and use the conferences to provide “strategies for furthering 
their work and better realizing their compositional ideas” (Ruthmann, 2007, p. 41). The goal of 
these conferences is not to impose the teachers’ ideas or imply that revision is needed, but rather 
to support students by helping them better express their own objective. As an advocate for 
student agency and voice, Ruthmann makes it clear that students can choose whether or not to 
accept the teacher’s suggestion because, after all, they are the composer; it is their art and 
personal expression. Thus, due to the artistic style of life note composition, I grounded my 
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study’s semi-structured individual follow-up interviews in Ruthmann’s (2007) conferring 
methods.  
During the five- to seven-minute semi-structured interviews, I followed up with each 
participant about discussions that arose during the focus group interviews, and posed on-the-spot 
questions that allowed them to elaborate on the experiences that they were documenting as life 
notes. In addition to the individual interviews serving as a gateway for me to personally connect 
with each participant as I sought to understand their worlds more deeply, they also provided me 
with space to conduct private check-ins with the participants and show that I genuinely cared 
about them and what they brought to this work. This was particularly important to do since, at 
times, they felt vulnerable after sharing details of their lived experiences during our focus group 
interviews. I connected with them, listened to their life notes, and offered creative support that 
was responsive to their intent, which they either accepted or didn’t, without consequence. Due to 
the intimate nature of the individual follow-up interviews, it was important for me to be 
completely present and attentive to each participant. Accordingly, in addition to jotting down 
shorthand notes, I collected data from these semi-structured interviews by video-recording them 
with the participants’ permission. 
Data Analysis 
The research design for my study included a combination of focus group interviews, life 
note entries, and semi-structured individual follow-up interviews; however, the analysis process 
for these three data sources was two-fold. The first component consisted of an ongoing, iterative 
and simultaneous process occurring alongside my data collection. Immediately after each focus 
group session, I transcribed the video recordings, and coded and categorized them using the 
grounded theory approach of constant comparative analysis. In order to make sense of the data 
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from the focus group interviews and semi-structured individual follow-up interviews, I examined 
the transcriptions of the personal accounts shared and the discussions surrounding the accounts, 
and formulated relevant categories while seeking and comparing relationships among the data. 
To do this, I located key words and phrases within the transcripts, and attached coding categories 
to them using a word processor. As I went through this process after each session and established 
categories and themes, I utilized this data to inform subsequent focus group interviews and semi-
structured individual follow-up interviews, formulating new questions and modifying pre-
existing questions accordingly. Additionally, I informally fed back my thoughts on emerging 
themes to involve the participants in my thinking in an ongoing way (Holland, Renold, Ross, & 
Hillman, 2008). This supported my data collection process, and helped to ensure that I remained 
responsive to the natural and emergent direction in which the data pulled us. 
The second component of my data analysis took place after the six-week data collection 
stage was complete. As this study was rooted in endarkened feminist epistemology, I engaged an 
EFE standpoint to guide that component, particularly in my choice to include my participants in 
the process with me. Because I see Blackgirls as capable and intelligent beings who can and 
should make meaning and share their worldviews, the goal of the data analysis stage of my study 
was to establish a collaborative partnership with participants, and to come to understand their 
experiences both individually and collectively. Accordingly, during this stage, the participants 
and I revisited topics, themes, and discussions that surfaced during the focus group interviews, 
using their life notes as artifacts to guide our analyses. Cynthia Dillard (2000) suggests: 
While there is no easy way to ‘analyze’ these narratives, embodied within them are 
specialized knowledges which theorize a dismantling standpoint of and for African-
American women and which encompass a coherent and dynamic epistemology: A place 
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from which to theorize the leadership and research realities of Black women through 
situating such knowledge and action in the cultural spaces out of which they arose. (p. 
670) 
Through their inclusion in this stage of the study, the participants were able to see themselves 
and each other as knowers and meaning-makers, closely examining themselves “in a tangle of 
cultural, social and historical situations and relations” (Brodkey, 1996, p. 29).  
Over the course of three weeks, the participants and I collaboratively engaged in an 
analysis of their composed life notes, using a participatory analysis approach. Participation in 
data analysis is important because it enhances both validity and insight into the participants’ 
perspectives, and it produces knowledge that is more authentic (Nind, 2011). Further, when 
employed with young people, participatory data analysis allows them to “reflect on what the 
findings mean to them and their perceptions are important in planning corrective measures” 
(Jones, 2004, p. 126). This applied to my study in that my goal is to use the research generated to 
evoke urban school transformation that will more effectively address and fulfill the needs of 
Blackgirls and other minoritized populations. Yet, despite the many benefits of participatory data 
analysis, it is often missing from research with children (Holland et al., 2008), and young 
people’s contributions to this stage of research are often and easily marginalized (Jones, 2004). 
As it is known for being more easily discussed than implemented, there are very few examples of 
what participatory interpretation and data analysis look like (Nind, 2011).  
To examine participants’ life notes in this study, I pulled from Kellett’s (2005) youth 
participatory data analysis approach. Kellett suggests overtly training youth researchers and 
providing them with support by reducing data into manageable forms and employing models of 
Vygotskian scaffolding. In order to do this, I had participants share their life note entries with the 
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collective, and collaboratively, we identified provisional categories that represented the entry. 
We typed the categories into a screen-shared Microsoft Excel document so that all of the 
participants could visibly see them. Each participant labeled her life notes by number, and I 
typed out the categories that corresponded with each numbered life note in a category table. This 
allowed room for multiple categories to be relevant to each entry without having to select just 
one. After sharing each life note, the composing participant talked about the meanings behind it, 
and as a collective, we discussed stories told during focus group sessions that aligned with the 
topic and/or meaning. As we continued hearing each participant’s entries, we identified 
relationships among the life notes as well as among the emerging categories. In addition, we 
made a note of the particular format participants chose to use to compose their life notes through 
charting and tallying. Once all of the life notes were presented, and all of the categories were 
established with their coinciding entries, we formulated overarching themes that spoke back to 
the research questions, which illuminated our path to meaningful findings. As the participants 
went through this process, they had the opportunity to correct inaccuracies, fill gaps, and add to 
the life note narratives as they saw fit (Byrne, Canavan, & Millar, 2009). 
Presentation of Findings 
As an actress and director in both film and theater, I have often been asked which of the 
two I prefer. I always smile and indicate that I love them both the same and could never choose, 
but that answer is not entirely accurate. While I do love them both, I love them quite differently. 
Film affords the privileges of doing and redoing until you have reached the level of perfection 
that you desire. It has a longer lifespan—infinite, in fact—and can reach a broader audience, 
which means that, in a sense, it can have a greater impact. Theater, while it lives in real time, for 
a moment, it provides space for a direct transaction between the audience and actor. To me, there 
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is nothing more powerful than looking an audience directly in the eyes and witnessing firsthand 
their experience as they grapple with the reality you are creating on stage. Apart from loving/not 
loving film and theater the same, my response to their question is also faulty because sometimes, 
I must choose between the two. This study, in particular, was one of those times. 
Saldaña (2005) poses a question to help researchers discern the best mode of 
representation and presentation for their research. He asks, “Will the participant’s story be 
credibly, vividly, and persuasively told for an audience through a traditional written report, video 
documentary, photographic portfolio, website, poetry, dance, music, visual art installation, or 
ethnodrama?” (p. 2). As I asked myself this question, the choice became clear as day. What 
better way to honor the participants and the authenticity, power, and agency of their voices than 
to recreate their realities on stage, using their words and conveying their stories, through theater? 
Accordingly, I made the choice to employ ethnodramatic methods to represent and present my 
research. 
Participatory Ethnodrama 
Ethnodrama, as a performative literacy, creates space for students to see themselves as 
artists and authors as they write from positions of marginality (Winn, 2010). It is defined as a 
written playscript that dramatizes qualitative data into a text that can be performed for an 
audience (Hare, 2008; Saldaña, 2005). Through playwriting, Blackgirls, as student-artists, can 
use their stories to explore their past, present and future lives and the context for those lives 
(Winn, 2010). Further, since ethnodrama is not just the writing of a play, but also the analysis of 
data, as creators Blackgirls can also be recognized as generators and producers of knowledge 
(Muhammad & Haddix, 2016). In this way, ethnodrama provides a scholarly space “where 
multiple perspectives are activated and where truth becomes subjective and interpretive” 
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(Nimmon, 2007, p. 383). This not only transgresses the boundaries of academia, but it attends to 
various forms of knowledge, which then strengthens the landscape of research by centering 
Blackgirls’ lives and cultures (Dillard, 2006; hooks, 2003). Thus, Blackgirls can use their writing 
as a tool for communication, and create their own opportunity to have and share their voices 
(Pytash, 2016). 
Traditional ethnodrama calls for the researcher to playwrite data (Saldaña, 2005); 
however, in the spirit of conducting research with and not on Blackgirls, I found participatory 
ethnodrama to be a more appropriate method for this study. Participatory ethnodrama differs 
from conventional ethnodrama in that instead of writing the playscript based on my own 
interpretations of the research data, I co-wrote it alongside my participants. This provided a 
platform for them to speak and analyze for themselves, and ensured that I, as a researcher, was 
getting it right for them.  
In order to compose our participatory ethnodrama, the participants and I reflected on the 
themes that emerged amongst their individual schooling experiences as generated during our data 
analysis. Using the categories and themes, the participants and I put together scenes and acts for 
the ethnodrama. Participants selected life note entries that they believed significantly embodied 
the themes that surfaced, and we incorporated these select pieces into the playscript. By 
grounding the ethnodrama in the participants’ life notes, I hope that those who encounter it will 
experience it as “overheard conversations, in addition to actual literary texts” (Bethel, 1982, p. 
180), “demystifying African-American feminist ways of knowing… [and allowing entry into] 




To flesh out the ethnodrama, the participants composed monologues and skits about their 
relevant experiences that coincided with the overarching themes, using their life notes as artifacts 
both supporting and embedded within the script. In order to honor and protect the participants’ 
confidentiality, the monologues and skits that comprise the playscript were based on composites, 
and not just on individual participants’ stories. By organizing the data thematically and providing 
space for participants to write collaboratively, we were able to achieve this. Additionally, to 
conceal the identity of the participants, I invited them to select their own character names that are 
used in the final script as pseudonyms. 
Once the ethnodrama was complete, we reviewed it to ensure that we were conveying the 
messages we intended to transmit to educators. Further, as a means of analysis and real-world 
application, we discussed what this ethnodrama could and should mean for school 
transformation. The points that the participants brought up in this discussion are critical 
components of the research that will be disseminated. I present the ethnodrama in the next 
chapter, followed by a chapter on themes across the participants’ life notes and focus group 
interviews, and conclude with a chapter on the implications of the findings, next steps, and 
suggestions for future research. 
The ethnodrama will be brought to life on stage as a multimodal theatrical production, 
blending the life notes with the monologues and skits written by participants and me. While 
ethnodrama appears on the surface to embody the elements and traditions of playwriting, at its 
core it is so much more. Utilizing the authentic expressions of Blackgirls attending alternative 
high schools, and putting those expressions in front of an audience to paint a full picture of their 
experiences in urban schools as a means for inciting school transformation, is a profound way to 
employ the performing arts. In this powerful way, ethnotheatre—the staged script, which uses 
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both traditional craft as well as artistic theatrical techniques through a live performance of 
research participants’ experiences (Saldaña, 2005)—becomes “a manifesto that exposes 
oppression and challenges the existing social order through artistic rendering of moral and 
political discourse” (Saldaña, 2005, p. 1). Presenting my findings in this way will allow the 
audience to experience the data through both an informative and emotive lens. 
In order to transition the ethnodrama into an ethnotheatrical production, I plan to cast 
local actors to bring the stories to life. Because the participants themselves will not be 
performing the ethnodrama, but rather strictly functioning as co-writers, their identities will be 
further protected through the use of the actors who will portray them. My background as a 
performing artist, playwright, screenwriter, director, and producer has uniquely prepared me to 
blend my scholarly work with the performing arts. After a series of rehearsals, the ethnotheatrical 
piece will be ready for audiences to receive it, and for educators and scholars to utilize it as a 
professional development opportunity. Audiences will witness the performed production, which, 
at its conclusion, will transition into a question-and-answer segment between audience members, 
the actors, and me, the researcher. This segment will then lead into open dialogue, where 
audience members will have an opportunity to speak to their key takeaways from the 
ethnodrama; they will also be engaged in group and individual activities that will push them to 
think through how they can turn their takeaways into actions in their respective classrooms, 
schools, and communities. Such an open dialogue carries on the tradition of “breaking the fourth 
wall” in that the audience experiencing the ethnotheatrical production will not simply be 
spectators; but rather actors, in their own right, who have the power to make transformative 
changes in their practices in order to reach students who have been erased for far too long. 
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While my intent is to bring together audiences to witness this ethnotheatrical production 
in person, COVID-19 poses particular barriers to making this a reality. Thus, as a modification of 
live theater, I initially intend to pre-record the production in a live theater with a limited 
audience, and then showcase it more broadly using digital platforms like Zoom, until it is safe to 
bring larger groups together. 
Researcher Positionality 
As a once-Blackgirl (now, Blackwoman) from a low-income urban area who navigated 
the public school system, confronting the realities of my conflicting identities and contradictory 
requirements for school success and street survival, I at times shared some commonalities with 
the participants in my study. Thus, I consider myself to be somewhat of an “insider.” Harris 
(2015) points out: “From our earliest years, Black women draw strength and inspiration from our 
heritage and the women who came before us. We learn from them how to be okay, even when 
the world seems mad” (p. 122). This implies that Blackgirls, in the face of marginalization and 
exclusion, can become strengthened and inspired by the Blackwomen that they encounter in 
school. In this way, the connections that Blackgirls can make to Blackwomen who may 
understand their plight the most can become part of the solution. Consequently, I, as a 
Blackwoman researcher, was able to establish deep connections through my relatability to the 
school-aged Blackgirls who participated in this study.  
While my identity and experiences did afford me a particular kind of relatability and 
insight into my participants’ experiences, it was important to remember Wright’s (2003) 
contention that identity is plural, and that individuals can manifest shared identity markers in 
various ways. Thus, it would have been naive to believe that my participants’ experiences in 
schools would be congruent to my own. Our shared intersectional identities and potential 
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commonalities did, however, help us foster positive, collaborative relationships with one another, 
and supported the creation of an open, honest, and transparent environment that might have 
otherwise been more difficult to construct (Moorosi, Fuller, & Reilly, 2018). While my 
positionality as a researcher did create an unintentional barrier between me and the participants, 
causing me to still be an “outsider” despite the commonalities we may share, by creating an 
atmosphere of collaboration and participatory methods throughout the study, this was a barrier 
we were able to overcome.  
It should also be noted that, although I do have experience as a teacher, I never taught in 
the participants’ school district; I believe this was beneficial in that the participants may not have 
trusted the safety and confidentiality of my position as a researcher if they felt like I was on the 
“inside” of their school and district. Alternatively, because I was not from or familiar with the 
particular urban area in New Jersey where my participants lived, my identity as an “outsider” 
was a barrier, particularly when they referenced certain schools, people, and areas within their 
community to which I could not relate. In this sense, I was an “outsider” attempting to 
understand their world. To gain insight and a better understanding, I made efforts to drive 
through their communities, patronize their local shops and business, and bear witness firsthand to 
many of the references they made during our sessions. While this did not, by any means, make 
me more of an insider, it did help me to understand the context of their experiences a little more 
deeply. 
In sum, my identities were constantly shifting, and so I needed to constantly negotiate 
and renegotiate my positionality throughout this study. As Aiello and Nero (2019) suggest:  
Individuals who share specific attributes do not necessarily share similar views or 
behaviors, and, in the research setting, factors such as class, gender, or race may 
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outweigh the identity associated with ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ status at different times 
during interactions (Merriam et al., 2001). Thus, proximity to the cultures under study is 
in flux and researchers (re)negotiate positions with participants. (p. 254) 
As a Blackwoman, these identity shifts and positionality negotiations are not new to me, and will 
continue to be commonplace within the research that I conduct “For Us, By Us” as I navigate the 
“twin lenses of familiarity and strangeness” (Aiello & Nero, 2019, p. 258). Consequently, in my 
research, I must always be “nimble in balancing [my] training, identities, and positioning in 
response to the complexity of the context, and must be perceptive of the implications of the 
power inherent in [my] researcher role” (Aiello & Nero, 2019, p. 262). This coincides with the 
EFE principle of “research as a responsibility” (Dillard, 2006b). 
Finally, my positionality as a “creative” in the performing arts allowed me to scaffold my 
participants’ experiences composing their life notes, and assisted me as we co-created the 
ethnodrama. 
Trustworthiness 
Traditionally, qualitative studies assume reality to be based on the researcher’s individual 
construction (Cho & Trent, 2006). Due to the participatory nature of this study, especially in the 
data analysis stage, I relied heavily on participants’ individual and collective constructions of 
knowledge and meaning. At times when I desired a deeper understanding, I conducted member 
checks with participants during individual semi-structured interviews and in focus group 
sessions. Additionally, because the participants were also co-writers of the ethnodrama, their 
writing and reviewing of the play, during its composition and upon its completion, were also 
demonstrations of trustworthiness. Centering this collaborative product ensured that their views 
were the foundation of the study. Further, in this study, I am not claiming that the participants’ 
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stories represent all Blackgirls’ experiences in K-12 traditional and alternative, urban schools. 
While their experiences do speak to structural and systemic issues and may mirror the larger 
population of Blackgirls attending alternative schools in low-income, urban communities, 
making a case for future research, this study, intentionally limited in scope, is meant to represent 
the stories of the Blackgirls who participated in it.  
Limitations 
The data collection and participatory data analysis processes of this study took take place 
over the course of nine weeks, meaning that I only had a short time to build relationships with 
participants. To overcome this obstacle, I found ways to build rapport quickly so that we could 
maximize our time diving into their stories and experiences. One particular strategy that I 
employed was facilitating an online meet-and-greet before our first official focus group interview 
session. During the meet-and-greet, we engaged in conversation to get to know each other, and 
discussed the layout and schedule of the study. Further, during each session with the participants, 
we opened with group check-ins, and I also conducted semi-structured individual follow-up 
interviews, during which I connected one on one with each of the girls. In implementing these 
strategies, I worked to build a sense of community. However, even with the intense discussions 
that we engaged in and the powerful bonds we built, a major limitation of this study was its short 
time span. Undoubtedly, the participants and I could have extended our time through the summer 
and into the following school year to explore many more of their school experiences, particularly 
in the time of COVID-19. 
Additionally, the short timeframe posed some issues in terms of tardiness and absences, 
which are common in alternative schools. There were many sessions during which we did not 
have all four participants present. A number of factors contributed to attendance issues for our 
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Zoom meetings, including participants oversleeping, Wi-Fi and Internet issues, computer and 
phone malfunctions, loss of phones, death of loved ones, and prior obligations. The participants 
and I remained as flexible as we could by finding ways to connect when these issues arose. They 
elected to provide wakeup calls for one another, used family members’ devices to log on when 
they weren’t able to utilize their own, gave notice when emergencies came up, and planned 
around our recurring meetings. We were responsive to life events that came up, changing our 
meeting dates and times to account for graduations, weddings, and other important family events. 
To motivate participants to attend, they were given Visa gift cards at the end of the nine-week 
study—$2.50 for each session they attended. 
While using a digital platform for our sessions prevented the participants and me from 
needing to navigate physically showing up at the same place at a given time, and while it allowed 
for lots of flexibility due to its remote nature, it also posed significant challenges in this study. 
As opposed to gathering together in a private room, we gathered together in a digital space that 
we tried to make as private as possible. At various points, participants logged onto our sessions 
while riding in vehicles with relatives, or at home while looking after their younger siblings. This 
prevented the space from being as private as we intended, and led to occasional interruptions and 
interjections that took us out of the moment we were trying to create. The participants and I 
made efforts to preserve the sanctity of our time and space together, and when we needed to 
adjust to life happening around us, temporarily pulling us out of that space, we remained 






RECOVERING LADIES: AN ETHNODRAMA 
 
Prologue 
Synopsis of the Play 
Four Blackgirls in an alternative high school enroll in an online school-trauma recovery program 
and share stories of their past experiences between kindergarten and 12th grade. As they share 
their stories in the safe space they’ve created, they grow closer together, uncovering parts of their 
lived histories that they had never reflected on before, and choosing to redefine themselves and 
reimagine what schooling could look like if educators truly strove to meet their needs.  
 
Production Notes 
The contents of this playscript were co-developed by anonymous contributors who are referred 
to as the “Recovering Ladies.” The play depicts a series of real events experienced and storied by 




It is the middle of spring, and nearing the end of the school year, at a small alternative school 
referred to as “Tubman” located in a low-income urban neighborhood of a large city in the 
northeast United States called Eastpole, densely populated with Black and Latinx families. Four 
 
 87 
Blackgirls are working to find their motivation to heal from their personal and collective trauma, 
in order to thrive and succeed during a time when national race relations are tense and when 
racist police terrorism; inhumane treatment; and violence against Black bodies, minds, and spirits 
is prevalent. While many folks are uniting to fight for the right to live while Black in this 
country, other people are promoting hate and division. Blackwomen and girls, although they 
have been leading the movement, are often left out of the discourse around marginalization, 
finding their own way by navigating in the shadows of more prevalent Black male narratives. In 
their remote locations, the four Blackgirls have been meeting up online, forming a support group 
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JASMYNE A 17-year-old Blackgirl; 11th grader.  
TRINITY A 17-year-old Blackgirl; 11th grader. 
EUPHORIA A 17-year-old Blackgirl; 11th grader. 










Four homes in a large urban city in northeastern U.S.A. 
called Eastpole. In the first home, there is a small dining 
table and chairs with a laptop and laundry basket of clean 
clothes on top. In the second home, there is an unmade bed with 
a pillows and blankets and a night table with a cellphone on it. 
In the third home, there is a gaming chair, old box television, 
gaming controller, and a laptop resting on the floor. In the 
fourth home, there is a sofa with magazines on it, and a lamp 












(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with a laptop and laundry basket 
of clean clothes on top. In the 
second home, there is an unmade 
bed with a pillows and blankets 
and a night table with a cellphone 
on it. In the third home, there is 
a gaming chair, game controller, 
and a laptop resting on the floor. 
In the fourth home, there is a 
sofa with magazines on it, and a 
lamp and cell phone on top of an 
end table. JASMYNE, TRINITY, 
EUPHORIA, and MYNIA stand 
downstage directly in front of 
each of the four homes.) 
EUPHORIA 
Dear youth. All the trials and tribulations that you 
had to push yourself through. All the times people 
doubted you. Telling you that you’ll never make it 
past the seventh grade. 
TRINITY 
All this negativity and for what? Because I was brown? 
Because my hair was nappy? Because I was a little 
bigger than everyone else? I ate my lunch faster than 
you guys. That’s because I didn’t care. 
MYNIA 
I wanted to be me. I was happy. I was brown. I was my 
momma’s chocolate baby. I was proud to wear my afro to 
school, but people didn’t know that. They thought you 
were dirty and unkempt, loud and ghetto, fat and 
Black. Not worth nothing. 
JASMYNE 
But as the product of the future, I’m here to tell you 
that you are more than that. Don’t listen to them 
people. They don’t know you. They don’t know how many 
nights you felt alone in the dark, how many people 




But they do know how to judge. 
TRINITY 
They do know how to degrade you for doing something 
you believe is the greatest thing ever known to man.  
MYNIA 
They don’t know, and that’s why you gotta promise me, 
to our future to push through. 
JASMYNE 
To say forget all the doubts, forget all your 
troubles. Just do you. 
ALL 








To Jasmyne. Peace Queen. 
(Walks behind the dining table and 





(Sits on the sofa and begins flipping 











(Sits in the gaming chair, picks up the 
game controller, and begins playing the 
video game.) 
So I'd be judged in school. Cause I would be a little 
boy, but not like just in school, like after school 
too. I grew up, I never was girly. I knew I was going 
to be gay. People used to like make fun of me. When I 
was walking to the church with my grandma, some lady 
was like... 
TRINITY 
(Imitating an old woman.) 
“Why are you walking with that bulldagger?”  
EUPHORIA 
Bulldagger, that means like a dyke, like a gay girl. 
So, people used to judge me because I was gay and make 
it seem like... 
MYNIA 
(Imitating naysayers.) 
“Oh, that's not right. You're doing something wrong.” 
JASMYNE 
(Imitating naysayers.) 
“You're going to hell. You're sinning.” 
EUPHORIA 
You're all this and shit. People used to deadass 
antagonize me for who I wanted to be. Like... 
JASMYNE 
(Imitating naysayers.) 
"Oh, you're young, you don't know what you want, you 
didn't even grow up yet.”  
EUPHORIA 
Like, judging me and shit, because of what I'm into, 
what I have my sexuality as. I used to be bullied for 
that. I got over it, obviously, but that really messed 
me up. People didn't want to fuck with me cause I’m 
something. No, like that's stupid. At the end of the 
day, I'm not trying to get with you. It ain't like 
that. People have their own assumptions like, people 
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always talking about some, "Oh, you're sinning." But 
everything you do is a sin. Everything you do! You got 
tats. You have kids and ain’t married. All that. We 
live in the world to sin, and if I'm sinning that's 
none of your business. I go to church. I pray to God. 
He accept me.  
(Beat) 
That took a toll on me. I felt like people didn't 
accept me and shit like that. And then I had thoughts. 
You know how you have like angry thoughts in your 
head? Like, "Oh my God, you're fucking horrible.” Shit 
would make me start to deteriorate my own mindset 
because of what other people thought about me. I got 
over it because I know who I am, and I know what I 
like, and nobody can tell me what to do. As long as my 
mother accepts me, that is the only person I really 
care about. Everybody else's opinion and everybody's 
stereotypes and shit like that don't matter. As I got 
older, I understood that words...  
(Beat) 
Anybody could say something to you. You need to know 
how to handle it. You got to know how to handle it. 
And you got to know how to leave shit alone. You got 
to learn how to walk away. For other Blackgirls 
feeling judgement because of their sexuality, I'd tell 
them like, it is your life. If you want to be gay, you 
want to be straight, you want to be lesbian or 
transgender, you can do whatever you want. It doesn't 
matter. You're a person. You're human. You have 
feelings. Know if you decided on something you want to 
be or something you want to do, that's your decision. 
That's what you want to do. That's what you want to 
live for. I'm living for myself. I can't tell anybody 
how they want to be, how they want to live. That isn't 
my business. But if you want me to help you out, I 
could. I've been dealing with it, so I’ll help you 
with it, too, ‘cause wasn’t nobody around to help me. 
But anything you want to do, that's all your decision. 
I'm giving you the best advice I possibly could, which 
is to just be yourself and do what you want to do, and 






(Chanting while holding up four 
fingers.) 
Phor. Phor. Phor. Phor. 
JASMYNE 
(In a southern accent) 
Phorty Shorty.  
MYNIA 
(To audience) 
A 17-year-old African-American girl in the 11th grade. 











That she does not often show.  
JASMYNE 
(To audience) 
She is really smart with a crazy vocabulary. 
TRINITY 
(To audience) 
AKA “the human dictionary”  
MYNIA 
(To audience) 
She is very straightforward and has no problem telling 
people about themselves. 
TRINITY 
(To audience) 
But then she’ll be like “sike nah” to make light of 





She lives with her mother, and loves to make music and 
work different kind of jobs to make and save money.  
MYNIA 
(To audience) 
Her hair is cut low. 
TRINITY 
But she always got that durag on! 
MYNIA 
(To audience) 
She wears a durag to keep it neat.  
EUPHORIA 




(Clapping out the syllables) 
Pe-ri-odt! 
TRINITY 
Y’all stay gassin’. 
EUPHORIA 
Yo, you’s a hater! 
TRINITY 
Whatever. Niyah, what about you? 
MYNIA 
Growing up. I kind of had it good growing up. Well, 
I'm still growing up, but it's just like before... It 
used to be three of us, but now, there's five of us. 
So, I never really had any attention. I'm the oldest, 
so all the attention went towards my younger siblings. 
The first two, we’re two years apart and then four 
years apart. So, it was really like... I don’t know. 
But once the twins came, it was okay for me because I 
had them, I guess, but my mom and everybody, they had 
to do more stuff for them. They were born in June, 
over summer vacation from school, but we was getting 
back ready to go to school at that point because in 
the charter school, we was going to school in August. 
They was born at seven months, so they would always be 
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at the hospital or we'll just be at my aunt house or 
my grandmother house or stuff like that. But when they 
came home, it was just like... I felt it was my 
responsibility to make sure they were okay. I was 12, 
and I feel like that changed me a little bit. You just 
got to be... It was just, mind over matter for me 
because my mother was still going through a little bit 
of her stuff or whatever, healing. I was just learning 
how to cook around that time. And this one day, I was 
cooking French fries and almost set the house on fire. 
My mom, she had to jump up real quick and she popped 
all of her stitches. So she had to go back into the 
hospital and they had to re-stitch them up, and then 
since they popped, they got infected. So, that was my 
fault. And then, she really couldn't do anything. So, 
I had to be there. 
JASMYNE 






(In a teasing manner) 
Or Minnie Mouse! 
(MYNIA shoots Jasmyne a mean look.) 
Not Minnie Mouse. 
TRINITY 
An 18-year-old African-American girl in the 12th grade. 
JASMYNE 
She is introverted, quiet, and looks unapproachable. 








She gets her work done and prides herself in being 
drama-free. 
JASMYNE 
That’s cause she always be sleep in class! 
MYNIA 
(Laughs) 
Yo! When I got in there, it just was a sleepy vibe. 
And they didn't have any windows in there either. The 
whole building would be filled with AC, but soon as 
you get into that class, it's hot, the air not on, the 
teacher talk the whole class... So I just was like, 
"Yeah, I'm going to just go to sleep." And I used to 
come all the way from the basement, all the way to the 
third floor. After that walk up, it was a wrap. No, 
but sometimes I just used to be falling asleep out of 




She lives with her mother and younger siblings, who 
she has to take care of a lot. 
EUPHORIA 
She wears her hair and eyelashes mad long, and she 
loves to dress up and look nice. 
JASMYNE 




(Clapping out the syllables) 
Pe-ri-odt! 
(JASMYNE and MYNIA start to dance and 
chant “Aye”) 
TRINITY 
(Rolls eyes and takes a deep breath.) 
Here y’all go...  
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(JASMYNE and MYNIA continue dancing and 
chanting “Aye.” TRINITY laughs 
irritably.) 
Jasmine, would you just go! 
JASMYNE 
Okay okay.  
(Beat) 
I think for me, it was my adoption, because I'm the 
only one who's adopted in my family. The lady I'm 
living with now, she's my cousin, but I call her my 
mother because they had me since I was born. So, I'm 
still in the biological family. I found out when I was 
like six, and I was a smart kid, so I knew what 
adoption was. My aunt, who I thought was my cousin, 
had died, and I went to the funeral. I was standing 
next biological mom, who I thought was my cousin, and 
one of her friends had said... 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating woman) 
"Oh, she looks just like you."  
JASMYNE 
At the moment, I didn't know she was my mother. So, I 
was sitting there confused like, "No, I don't look 




"Oh, thank you."  
JASMYNE 
So, she asked if I could ride in the limo with her and 
I'm like, "Okay." They always used to take me to see 
her, like visitation when I was younger. So, I'm like, 
"Alright, I'll go get in the limo." So, when I was in 
there, she told me everything, but she lied about some 
of the stuff. She told me that they took me away, 
which, yeah, they took me away, but she made it seem 
like it was for no reason. So, when I got home, I 
cried a little bit because I'm like, "What really 
happened?" And when my brother seen me crying, he told 
my adopted mother and that's when she gave me the 
whole rundown. My biological mom, she took an illegal 
drug. Her and my biological father, I guess, was 
always drinking and they were druggies. So, she took 
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an illegal drug for a toothache, and they told her 
when she had me, she can't keep me. And they took me 
or whatever. And I feel like when I found out, it 
changed my mindset a little bit. It kind of messed me 
up a little bit. At the same time, it was helping me 
fix myself because then I started learning about my 
mom and her kids, my other siblings. And I never 
wanted to carry the stuff that they do or any of their 
traits. I was a good little kid. I wasn't doing 
nothing, but I guess when I found out, that kind of... 
I don't know why it made me mad.  
(Beat) 
I think because if you knew that... First of all, if 
you took an illegal drug for a tooth ache, why would 
you go to the damn hospital and say that you took it 
knowing they could take your kid away… and that you're 
pregnant! Why was you taking drugs anyway while you 
was pregnant with me? I think that's what made me mad 
and that's what started getting me upset. And I 
started changing and acting out and getting mad or 
whatever. And then what really set me off, somebody 
brung up my adoption. One of the girls who supposed to 
be my friend, she called me a B and was like...  
MYNIA 
(Imitating mean girl) 
"At least I have my real mother."  
JASMYNE 
Yeah. On a bus ride home, and I punched her in her 
throat. It was still fresh to me, but she was my 
friend for a long time, so I trusted her with that. 
And I try not to get mad about it because I'm like... 
Thank God I was taken out the situation because she 
still don't have herself together. And the way they 
live, I'm glad I'm not living like that. I try not to 
let it bother me or whatever, and I had to sit down 
with my dad and he was like 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating caring father) 
“You're nothing less. You're my kid because I had you 













Jas or J. 
EUPHORIA 
A 17-year-old biracial girl, who identifies as Black, 
in the 11th grade. 
TRINITY 
She is confident, intelligent, outgoing, goofy... 
MYNIA 
(Interjects) 
And boy crazy! 
EUPHORIA 
She gets into a lot of physical altercations. 
TRINITY 
And usually wins 
 
MYNIA 
She loves to write and draw and does make-up for 
herself and other people. 
EUPHORIA 
She plays football and basketball, and lives with her 
mom, sister, and little brother.  
TRINITY 
Her nails are always done and always long.  
MYNIA 
Her hair is short and curly and her baby hairs are 





(JASMYNE, MYNIA, and EUPHORIA look at 
Trinity shocked.) 
JASMYNE AND MYNIA 




Go ‘head, Trin. 
TRINITY 
My dad. I'm not very fond of him. Like at my birth, he 
was not there to sign the birth certificate because he 
was out having sex with another woman. Due to that, 
there is another child. We're not the same age; we're 
actually like almost a year apart, so that right 
there… My birth certificate, when I first saw it, it 
did not have his name on it, so I was confused. Was he 
my dad or not? And my mom sat me down and told me he 
is. He just wasn't there to sign the certificate, so 
my grandpa had to sign it, because somebody has to 
sign it. And that's why ever since then, I felt like 
I've just never needed to give him the time of day, 
because you weren't there when I was growing up. I'm 
about to be 18 now. I'm your first born anything, and 
you weren't even there. He's been incarcerated since, 
like 2007. I was like four, so, I really have no 
memories of him anyways that I can remember. And he 
still reaches out to me to this day, but my mom, she 
knows to pick it up and tell him... 
MYNIA 
(Imitating mother) 
“She doesn't want to talk.” 
TRINITY 
Because she knows it's a sensitive subject. So, she 
doesn't even force it on me. She tells me... 
MYNIA 
When you’re ready to talk you can.  
TRINITY 
I spoke to him like two days ago and he told me, he 





“If I don’t pass...” 
TRINITY 
(Interjecting) 
Something, I forgot what it’s called... 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating father) 
“...I’ll be home 2028.” 
TRINITY 
I said, “I'll be 25 years old. We have nothing to talk 
about.” He just doesn't listen. He just speaks without 
listening sometimes and that's his problem. And he 
thinks everybody's trying to be problematic with him 
when it's just me expressing my feelings. How do you 
expect me to feel? I'm about to be 18. You haven't 
seen any graduations. You haven't seen anything. He 
didn't even know I liked to do clothes. I had to tell 
him that. He's like...  
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating father) 
“Let me see."  
TRINITY 
I'm like, "No, you should have been here to see it. 
You don't even know what I like to do." I just feel 
like there's nothing for me to talk about with him and 
he doesn't get that. When he first got locked up… 
Yeah, that was the days my mom used to tell me 
MYNIA 
(Imitating mother) 
He's at work. 
TRINITY 
Nigga, you don't work that long. She finally stopped 
lying to me, because I'm like, I'm not stupid. 
Obviously something is wrong. You can't call? If 
you're at work you can pick up phone calls; you have a 
lunch break. And that's when she told me, she's like,  
MYNIA 
(Imitating mother) 




Then he actually did come home. I think it was like 
2011, because that was like the year before my Grandpa 
died. But he went right back. So, I expressed myself 
to him one day and I told him, "It's like you don't 
even care. I don't care how much money you have, what 
kind of car you drive, my mom makes it happen for me 
before she even makes it happen for herself. So, I 
don't need your money, and all you care about is 
making fast money. You can't get a 9-5? You can't get 
a regular job? Make your own money? You don't have to 
do it that way. It's plenty of ways to make money the 
legal way. But you're choosing to do it that way 
because why? That's all you know? You're a grown ass 
man. Learn something else." So, I never told anybody 
at my schools about my father being locked up. I don't 
have a reason to speak on him. And when he calls, no, 
I don't pick up. I don't want him to speak to me. He 
can text me though. He actually did not too long. I’m 
going to tell you what I told him. 
(Begins looking through her phone, and 
then stops.) 
Actually, I don't feel like looking for it, but I have 
it remembered. I told him that there's no need for him 
to keep trying. My exact words was, "Kiss my ass," 
because that's what I feel like he's doing. I told him 
he does not need to do that, because regardless, I 
know that he is my “father”, but the title “father” 
doesn't mean anything to me. And he felt some type of 
way, and I told him, "I don't care how you feel. You 
didn't care how I felt all these years. Graduations, 
whether I walked or not, you still weren't even there 
to congratulate me or anything. You missed birthdays… 
You missed me trying out for basketball for the first 
time… Me getting suspended for the first time. You 
missed the first of my everything." I have him 
thinking in that place and there's nothing he can do 
about it because I'm out here and he's in there. I 
have the ability to walk away from him and through 
text message, it’s not like he can yell at me for it. 
So, I can show my emotions now. That I'm hurt. That I 
cry. But not a lot. That he has affected me growing 
up. I always felt some kind of way that my siblings, 
like their dads, Christmas day, their dads come here 
with whole bunch of gifts. And my mom, she's upset 





"we have nowhere to put it."  
TRINITY 
That's the kind of struggles I wanted her to have. 
Like her not having somewhere to put Christmas toys. 
Not her having to raise kids by herself. I had to see 
her struggle all my life. She did everything by 
herself, and then when I got old enough, I had to help 
her, which kind of affected me, because I never had a 
teenage life. I never got time to be a kid because I 
always had to be a babysitter for my mom, because I 
have two younger siblings. And my two older siblings 
moved down south with my grandparents before he 
passed. So, it was only me. Nobody was here to help 
her with them except for me. So, it was like going 
outside, I could never, and I would be upset because 
it was like I'm 16 and everybody else can go outside 
and do stuff and I can’t? My teenage years were taken 
away from me because now, I'm about to be 18, so I 
have to get a job and start learning how to provide 
for myself. I'm going to have to learn how to take 
care of my money, the correct way, so I can get my own 
apartment. It’s like I have no time to be a teenager 








Trin. A 17-year-old African-American girl in the 11th 
grade. 
EUPHORIA 
She is mellow, introverted, playful, curious, 
innovative, and spontaneous. She often stays to 
herself.  
MYNIA 
She is not a morning person, and can be lazy 




She speaks out of anger from time to time, and has 
trouble admitting that she’s wrong.  
EUPHORIA 
She loves drawing, especially on clothes. 
MYNIA 
And she plays basketball.  
EUPHORIA 
She lives with her mom, little brother, and little 
sister, who she has to take care of a lot while her 
mom is at work. 
JASMYNE 
Her attitude is a work in-progress, but she got a lot 









(We are in one home in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. There is a small dining 
table and chairs with a laptop and 
laundry basket of clean clothes on 
top. JASMYNE stands downstage 
center.) 
JASMYNE 
I went to go dump the garbage out in the front trash 
cans at my uncle’s house because we was having a 
little unplanned mini-cookout and chilling in the pool 
and stuff. So, I was going down the driveway, and I 
see my aunt with somebody pulling up on the street in 
front of the house. When I glanced at first, because 
it was my aunt, I thought my other aunt came with her 
instead of them taking separate cars. I heard them 
talking and they were commenting on my bathing suit. 
Like... 
(EUPHORIA and MYNIA enter stage left.) 
EUPHORIA AND MYNIA 
(Imitating aunts laughing.) 
“Yo, look at all that hiney in that bathing suit.”  
JASMYNE 
And I laughed because I thought it was both of my 
aunts. I went and dumped the garbage and as I was 
turning back, I looked again. I got a good look and 
that's when I noticed who it was. I noticed it was 
her. It looked like me sitting in the front seat, 
because I look just like her. So that's when I 
immediately just went to the back. I didn't stop. I 
went straight to the back and I said to my uncle and 
my mom, my adopted mom, "I didn't know she was 
coming." My mom was like...  
(TRINITY enters stage right) 
TRINITY 





And I said “Sarah,” because that's her name. And my 
uncle says to me... 
TRINITY 
(Imitating father) 
“Just say hi and don't be disrespectful.”  
JASMYNE 
He knew the whole situation. I was like, “I'm not.” 
And I went inside to the bathroom. I just walked in. I 
went straight to the bathroom. I looked at myself in 
the mirror and I started splashing water on my face 
and wetting my hair. It felt like... I don't know. 
Like something literally rising up inside of me. And I 
started getting really hot. My body felt hot. And I 
looked back in the mirror and my eyes were red and I 
felt tears building up, but they wasn't coming down 
yet. I couldn't think of any type of words. I just, I 
wanted to scream, but I knew I couldn't scream. So, I 
held it and I pinched my lips together and...  
(Screams with pinched lips) 
You know? I did an inside scream. 
(Beat) 
When I was getting in trouble at one point, they sent 
me by her house just so I can see how grateful I 
should be for what I have now, compared to what I 
could have had. And she tried to have a conversation 
with me, but this was after my biological father died, 
so she couldn't look at me and speak to me because she 
seen my father in me. She was trying to tell me 
everything, but she couldn't get words out because she 
was crying so much. So, me looking at myself in the 
mirror, brought me back to that moment because me and 
her look just alike, so I felt like I was looking at 
her. I hadn't seen my mother in three years. And my 
father was always locked up, and literally a few days 
after he got out, he died. It didn't really hurt 
because I didn't know him. I spoke to him like 
literally one time because of the stuff that she had 
told me he did... He killed people. That's why he was 
locked up. My mother was like he threatened to cut her 
head off and put it in a plastic bag. Now when my 
mother... When she try to speak to me, all she sees is 
him. So, she'll just break down and she won't get a 
word out. He had another baby mother that I never knew 
about. So, I have a half-sister. And when he died, 
they took his body. She was mad that he came back home 
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to my mother, so she took his body out of the morgue 
and they did the service without us. I don't know. I 
don't see my dad in me, but I guess she does. So, when 
she was trying to have a conversation with me about 
just everything altogether, she couldn't get words out 
because she just kept crying.  
(Beat) 
Anytime I got around her, I felt stuck. I couldn't get 
words out. I couldn't say anything either. So, I tried 
to keep a smile on my face just to... I didn't want to 
dampen the mood even more... and because 
(Beat) 
I never had that connection with you to ever cry with 
you or anything. 
(Beat) 
I have three siblings from her. They're all older, but 
it's one that stays with her and takes care of her. 
So, he brainwashes her and puts all this stuff in her 
head when she knows the true story. But he puts this 
stuff in her head as if it's something totally 
different. And she believed it. And my brother texted 
my adopted mom saying... 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating angry brother) 
"You have my mother sitting here crying because you 
basically took her daughter away from her. You keep 
her away from her."  
JASMYNE 
And my mom told me about it. And I said, "You don't 
keep me away from nobody. I'm old enough to make my 
own decisions if I want to see them or not. And I 
don't." And she told me just all of what he said and 
how she said something back, but it wasn't like OD or 
disrespectful. And after that, she blocked him. But he 
said that... My Nana, my adopted mother's mom... He 
was like... 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating angry older brother) 
"Oh, your mom isn't Nana to me anymore. And he was 
like, "F you."  
JASMYNE 




(Imitating angry addict mother) 
"F you, F Nana... 
JASMYNE 
(Interjecting) 
“...and F me.”  
(Beat) 
And so, when she told me that, I was like, "I can't 
say what I want to say for real. But F her too and F 
him." Don't ever say that about her or my Nana because 
they took care of me when you couldn't. And it 
could've been something totally different because when 
I was supposed to get put up for foster care, they 
called family members, and she took me in without even 
speaking to her husband about it because I was family. 
From birth! I had to stay in the hospital for a while 
because I had really bad asthma, but when I came out, 
it was already said that I was theirs. When she told 
me that, it was like... Wow. She really did that for 
me. But I don't know, over time, with that whole 
situation, I lost a lot of emotion toward family. I 
don't know why, I just don't have any emotion. I love 
them, but I don't show emotion towards it. I just, I 
can't. So, I was grateful that she did that, but I 
didn't show any emotion. I show more emotion towards 
friends than I do for family because it's easier to do 
it with friends. I mean, I knew they know what 
happened, but even still, just because you know 
doesn't mean that I could explain to you how I'm 
feeling about it. Because… I know my emotions aren't 
wrong, but I feel like they're wrong when I say them. 
And I don't want to feel like that. So, I just don't 
say them. 
(Beat) 
I tried to get myself together first, clean my eyes 
and stuff, but when I looked in the mirror, my eyes 
are really red. I knew it was no passing this. When I 
opened up the door, as I tried to get myself together, 
I couldn't even step foot out the bathroom because it 
was like, I have to go into this environment and be 
near her, be around her. It was kind of hard for me to 
even start sticking my foot out the doorway, but when 
I opened the door, my aunt was right there. And she 
knows everything. And she seen my eyes and I just 
started crying again, but it was quiet. It was a quiet 
cry. And she never cries, ever. She's one of those 
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aunts, because she's always a tough aunt. So, when she 
seen me and she seen that, she came in the bathroom 
and she just hugged me and she started crying. She was 
just hugging me, and she was like... 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating concerned aunt) 
“I know. It's from the last time y'all had an 
interaction, right?” 
JASMYNE 
And I was like, "Yeah." And she was like... 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating concerned aunt) 
"I feel so bad. But it's best that somebody has to be 
the bigger person and forgive because that's the best 
thing you can do right now."  
JASMYNE 
And I'm like “uh-huh.” But I was just thinking to 
myself, “But it ain't easy.” It's easier said than 
done. That's a lot of emotion built up from over these 











(We are in one home in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. There is an unmade bed with 
a pillows and blankets and a night 
table with a cellphone on it. 
TRINITY stands downstage center.) 
TRINITY 
My grandpa. I call him Papa. Well, he passed. He 
passed during... You remember Hurricane Sandy in 2012? 
Yeah. He moved to North Carolina with my grandma and 
my two oldest brothers two years before hurricane 
Sandy came. He had lung cancer and bone cancer, so he 
couldn't walk or anything. So, when they moved down 
there, he was okay, but then, he just stopped eating. 
My grandma would have to force him to eat. And then 
one day, during Hurricane Sandy... they had it worse 
down there. It was a lot. He was in his chair by the 
window, and my grandma was too weak to move him by 
herself. So, he was in the chair and the window blew 
in and glass hit him. So, he got injured from that, 
but he didn't pass. And then after that, he just 
became really weak. Then, they had to give him a 
feeding tube in order for him to get nutrients because 
he couldn't swallow on his own. They had stuff all 
plugged up to his stomach. My grandma had to wash and 
bathe him. It was like he was a baby again because he 
couldn't fend for himself. And then, one morning, my 
grandma said, my brothers were going to school and he 
said goodbye, and then he just went. He just closed 
his eyes. And that was it. Then she called my mom and 
stuff and we couldn't go down there right away due to 
the hurricane. So, we had to go about two weeks later.  
(Beat) 
After that, my mom, she became sad. She didn't let it 
be known, but I could tell she was sad. I’d hear her 
sometimes crying by herself, and I would want to help 
her but I can't because I don't know... I didn't know 
what to say at the time. And I didn't know how she 
would take me trying to talk to her when she was in 
that state of mind. So, I just let her be. 
(Beat) 
I was 10. And my grandpa was like my dad. He was all 
of our dads. Even my brothers, they called him dad. 
Because I don't... I have a dad obviously, but he's 
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not somebody I would like to call my father because he 
never done anything for me. He wasn't even there for 
my birth. So, I don't consider him my dad. My grandpa 
did everything for me. My mom got pregnant at a young 
age and he still supported her even though it wasn't a 
good decision. He supported her and he didn't try to 
make her get rid of any of us, because he said that, 
no matter what... The day was going to come for her to 
have kids; it just came a little too early. It was 
whatever I needed, he gave it. Whatever I asked for, I 
got it. And it's not even like a spoiled thing. It's 
just that if my mother wasn't able to afford it, he 
would. Or he would do whatever he could to make it 
affordable or whatever he could just so that we could 
get it. And that was for all of us, and there's five 
of us. And then my grandma, after he passed, she 
wasn't sad. She just felt... She said she felt 
relieved because she was tired of seeing him suffer 
like that. And she was tired of... I don't know, she 
said she missed her husband from when they first met, 
but it was nothing she could do about that because it 
wasn't in her hands. And it wasn't her decision on 
whether or not he was going to survive. But now... At 
my grandma's house, there's a timer. And he set it for 
it to go off at 10 o'clock and ever since he passed, 
it still goes off at the same time. So, she thinks 
it's like... She says it's him letting her know that 
he's still inside the house. It's not creepy or 
nothing though, but she said that it feels good 
because she doesn't feel alone sometimes. 
(Beat) 
When it first happened, I didn't really understand it. 
I just know, "Okay, he's dead. He's not coming back." 
I didn't really know about what caused his death until 
once I started getting older and I was able to 
comprehend it. My mom explained it to me, but she 
didn't want to explain it to me because she thought I 
would think about it constantly. But I asked her about 
it. Because I'm like, everybody else knows and I'm 
just sitting here thinking my grandpa died. I don't 
even know why. He can't just die for no reason. There 
has to be a reason. So, I asked and then she'll be 
like... 




(Imitating cautious mother) 
"Are you sure you want to know?"  
TRINITY 
And I was like, "Yeah." And then she told me, but then 
she'll add on...  
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating optimist mother) 
“You know, he's in a better place.”  
(Exits stage left.) 
TRINITY 
And stuff. Obviously, I already know all of that, you 
don't have to sugar coat it.  
(Beat) 
I miss him. I have a picture of him... Well, we have 
it in the bathroom and everybody can see him when we 
walk in. And it's like... I mean, my mom still does 
the stuff he did for me, but it just feels different 
because like I said, he was my dad. So now I feel like 
my dad is dead, but there's nothing I can do about it.  
(Beat) 
Honestly, when he was here, he was like... I'm not 
going to say he was the reason why I was happy, but he 
played a big part in it because since my mom got 
pregnant at a young age, she felt like she needed to 
be working 24/7 to take care of her kids, which she 
did. But she did it excessively, because she always 
felt like... 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating serious mother) 
“I’m not going to let me being a young... Me being a 
teenager affect my kids' life growing up.” 
TRINITY 
So, she would always be working, which I didn't really 
mind because you doing what you got to do. So, it was 
like, when I wasn't with my mom, I was with my 
grandpa. I was there. If it wasn't with him, I was 
with her. And then it got to a point where they 
actually said, I lived with him. Because I would go to 
school from his house, I wouldn't come home. It's not 





And then after he passed, I started making really bad 
decisions. I just stopped thinking. I just did what I 
wanted to do. I wasn't listening to my mom. And then I 
just became very angry at everybody. I went to therapy 
for it because I had thoughts. I couldn't stop 
thinking about it and it would affect my performance 
in school and sometimes I'd be daydreaming, but it 
wasn't daydreaming, I was thinking about him and 
nobody would understand. So, my mom, she asked me if I 
wanted to go to therapy. And I said, I don't really 
know what it is, but we can try it, and it kind of 
helped. It was starting to help because it would be 
just the session with me and another person, and 
sometimes my mom, if I wanted. And then she’ll just 
let me express myself however I wanted to, whether it 
was writing, I could talk to her... She'll just sit 
there and listen. And everything started to look good 
again. 
(Beat) 
And then I lost my sister and I just forgot about 
everything. I lost her in 2018. Did you hear about the 
triple homicide where they found three bodies in an 
apartment in Oak Bridge? Rasheeda Lucas. Yeah, that's 
my sister. I lost it. I stopped going to school. 
That's why I got kicked out. Then I started going to 
Tubman. and even then, my sophomore year in Tubman, I 
barely went to school. They gave me so many chances 
because they said they saw potential in me, but my mom 
had to go to court because I missed so many days of 
school. They almost opened a DYFS case because they 
thought she was neglecting me. But it was my decision 
not to go to school because I just couldn't handle 
being around a lot of people and having thoughts like 
that in my head. So, I just stopped going. 
(Beat) 
The thoughts of losing my sister... Because my 
grandpa... okay, he died of a natural cause. He was 
sick, but my sister. It was a brutal death that nobody 
deserves, especially not her. And then her son, my 
nephew is... He just...  He'll text me every day 
asking me if I'm okay. I'll ask him if he's okay. He 
would call me and we'll talk about it. But I can't 
talk to him about it because how am I supposed to sit 
here and keep explaining to you that your mom is dead 
and you're only seven years old. I don't know how to 
tell him that. They tried to hide it from him at first 
because they didn't know how he would react. But when 
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they did... The way he reacted, it just broke 
everybody's heart. 
(Pause) 
We spoke to her literally the night before it 
happened. She was out for her mom's birthday. They 
were out doing something. And then she called, because 
I was babysitting him with my cousin and she called us 
and she was like... 
(JASMYNE enters stage right.) 
JASMYNE 
(Imitating older sister) 
"I'm bringing food home, but I'm going to my 
boyfriend's house." 
(Exits stage right.) 
TRINITY 
We're like, "Okay, cool." So, she brings us food home 
and we see her. Everybody says, "bye" blah, blah, 
blah. And then the next day, the whole entire day, she 
wasn't alive, but nobody knew that. And then her mom 
was calling her, calling her, calling her because she 
wasn't responding to our texts and her son wanted her. 
And then one of her friends, a close friend, went over 
to the actual apartment because he was friends with 
both of them, and he finds that. From there, everybody 
just lost it because number one, she was sitting there 
all day, dead, and nobody knows. And then, we didn't 
want to tell him because he's expecting her to come 
home tonight, and she's not coming home. And then his 
father's incarcerated. So, it was like, he feels he 
don't have a mom or a dad now. I was there when they 
told him. He just started screaming. He was just 
screaming... 
(MYNIA enters stage left.) 
MYNIA 
(Imitating seven-year-old boy) 
“I want my mommy.”  
TRINITY 
And then, because it was three people involved in the 





“Her boyfriend got her killed!”  
TRINITY 
Which wasn't the case. But of course, he's going to 
think because her boyfriend didn't live the best 
lifestyle. But he was screaming...  
MYNIA 
(Screaming and crying hysterically) 
“Her boyfriend got her killed! I'm going to kill his 
family!” 
(MYNIA inaudibly continues to scream and 
cry imitating a seven-year-old boy 
grieving for his mother. EUPHORIA enters 
stage left and hugs MYNIA trying to calm 
her down inaudibly.) 
TRINITY 
He was just saying random stuff out of anger. And then 
his grandma had to calm him down and tell him...  
(MYNIA sobs quietly.) 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating grandmother) 
“It's not her boyfriend's fault. It was just that she 
was at the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
(EUPHORIA holds MYNIA and continues to 
comfort her as they exit stage left.) 
TRINITY 
I was 15 then, and if I'm being honest, it hasn't 
gotten better. I've learned how to control my emotions 
a lot more now because I am still in therapy. Someone 
comes here twice a week. She comes here and she talks 
to me about it because my grandma just passed and also 
my uncle. That was all this year. So, it's just like 
stuff keeps happening. My mom's continuing the 
sessions because she doesn't want a relapse. And she 
doesn't want me to go into a deep depression and try 
anything. And it's kind of helping to have somebody 
just sit there and listen to me talk and just let me 
talk for as long as I want to and cry for as long as I 
need to. But I just feel like it doesn't get better, 




Nobody would ever know at school. You can ask them, 
the way I act at school... I play a lot and that's a 
way for me to calm myself down inside. If I play with 
people, make them laugh, they make me laugh. Then, 
that results in me not having an anger spasm, because 
when I get mad, I just don't think, I do, and it 
results in me getting in a lot of trouble. Playing 
gets me in trouble too, but not as much trouble as 
being angry and punching stuff. So, when I play, I'd 
rather get in trouble for that than for doing 
something that could mess up my future. Getting in 
trouble for playing is nothing. I always get in 
trouble for playing around.  
(Pause) 
It’s not that I’m afraid to talk to people about 
anything, but because I am the way I am in school and 
they're so used to me playing, they're not going to 
take me serious. And them not taking me serious about 
a situation I'm serious about will cause me to get 
upset and angry. And I'll just... I'll react in a way 
that they're not used to and then it’ll seems like 
something's wrong with me when it's not, it's just 
that I let... Sometimes I let my emotions get the best 
of me and that doesn't benefit me in a positive way. 










(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with a cellphone, mixing bowl, and 
seasonings on top. In the second 
home, there is a made bed with a 
cellphone on it and a night table. 
In the third home, there is a 
folding chair and a glass of juice 
and laptop resting on the floor. 
In the fourth home, there is a 
sofa with a laptop on it and a 
lamp on top of an end table. In 
the fourth home, there is a sofa 
with a laptop  and game controller 
on it and a lamp on top of an end 
table. TRINITY, MYNIA, JASMYNE, 
and EUPHORIA stand downstage.) 
JASMYNE 
If you knew me, if you really knew me 
You would have known my needs, what i needed to be me  
MYNIA 
I needed a hug  
EUPHORIA 
I needed a shoulder so i could lean in anytime of need 
TRINITY 
I needed a laugh or two just to pass through 
Through those dark clouds running by in my head and 
hovering over me 
Making me dread in the inside  
JASMYNE 
On the out i put on a show i put on a smile  
So nobody would know  
EUPHORIA 
So then i could have awhile to bottle up my feelings  
MYNIA 




But did you know what i needed? 
No, because your office was more important  
TRINITY 
Needs to be in a fancy suit with your fancy desk 
Covering it all up so people could think your were the 
best 
EUPHORIA 
I came a long way/If you knew me 
You knew that was a struggle for me  
Trying to succeed 
MYNIA 
Make mommy nd daddy proud of me 
JASMYNE 
Making honor roll 
To getting suspended every other day  
EUPHORIA 
But keeping a smile on my face knowing there would 
come another day 
For me to show them who I could really be  
JASMYNE 
Having my art nd writings strung along the hallways nd 
classrooms  
TRINITY 
It felt good to see that first letter of the alphabet 
across 
The whole paper 
My behavior threw me back far  
JASMYNE 
From fighting, to playing to being labeled as a so-
called bully 
Just because of my size 
MYNIA 
It took me awhile 
ALL 






(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with a box of cereal, a bowl, and 
a laptop on top. In the second 
home, there is a made bed with a 
laptop on it and a night table. In 
the third home, there is a folding 
chair with a cell phone and paper 
fan resting on it. In the fourth 
home, there is a sofa with a 
laptop on it and a lamp on top of 
an end table. In the fourth home, 
there is a sofa with a blanket and 
cellphone on it and a lamp on top 
of an end table. MYNIA stands 
downstage center. EUPHORIA, 




If my teachers knew what I was going through at that 
time I believe they probably would’ve tried to help 
me. I mean there’s nothing they really could have done 
besides talk to me, but that would’ve counted as help. 
(MYNIA sits down on the folding chair.) 
TRINITY 
To me, a bad teacher is someone who just sometimes 
ignores their actual job. And they just feel, because 
they’re the teacher or because when people walk in, 
they say Miss or Mister that they just know it all. 
But sometimes like teachers get taught, too. Teachers 
can be taught by students. But some teachers don't 
believe that. So to me, that’s a bad teacher. 
MYNIA 
A bad teacher would be somebody who doesn't do 
anything at all, doesn't know what they're doing, or 
that's just plain old mean for no reason. I 
encountered a couple of mean teachers, but me being 
me, I still was nice and they still were mean. And I 
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just was like, alright, I don't know what to do, but I 
got to get up out of here. 
JASMYNE 
Yeah, I think bad teachers just have bad attitudes. I 
don't think there's anything really specific, but I 
feel like a teacher should always have a positive 
attitude. You chose to do this job, so you gone have 
to deal with what you get. 
MYNIA 
Okay, so what do y’all think teachers should do to 
make schools better for Black girls? 
EUPHORIA, JASMYNE, AND TRINITY 
Not be racist! 
MYNIA 
Word. Don't be racist. Teachers be trying to look down 
on the Black kids because they be feeling like... Like 
some of them be knowing that the kids have potential 
to do stuff and that they capable of this, that, and 
the third, but some teachers, they don't. They be 
really trying to downgrade Black kids and act like we 
stupid, or try to refer us to special ed classes.  
JASMYNE 
My music teacher, I felt like she was a little racist. 
She didn't have a class no more, so she had to push 
around a cart. And I understand it's frustrating if 
kids don't listen, but don't be yelling at certain 
kids because you're scared of somebody else. She used 
to try to yell at this one girl who was mad quiet 
because she didn't want to say something to me. I used 
to go off on her, and she would try to call people on 
me, and I'd just sit there, act like I wasn't doing 
nothing that whole time. I didn't like her. She was 
frustrated because there was a lot of us, but it was 
only like five of us that didn’t listen. We would all 
just be talking to each other and laughing, joking 
around. So, she was frustrated, whatever. I'm like, "I 
don't care. Don't be taking it out on nobody else 
because you're frustrated with us." You know?  
(Beat) 
She used to say little stuff, and it was racist, but 
she tried not to sound racist. She said something 
about Black kids and being out of control or whatever. 
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Calling us animals, and I said to her, "What did you 
say, Miss?" She was like...  
TRINITY 
(Imitating white female teacher) 
"I said, you Black kids are out of control."  
JASMYNE 
I got up and I threw her papers in her face. I said, 
“Don't you ever say that in your life.” Nope, I was 
not having it with her. I had more to say. Like I was 
ready to go off on her. Call her a trailer park 
cracker, a whole bunch of stuff. But I did not 
because, you know, they already think... like she 
said, that we animals, and then for me to retaliate 
like that... Even just throwing the paper at her, 
that's proving her point. But yeah, I definitely had 
more to say to that. 
(MYNIA, EUPHORIA, and TRINITY freeze.) 
JASMYNE 
(Performs poem to audience) 
Her words hit a breaking point, it took a piece of me. 
I let her get control. 
I let her get a reaction. 
She says she is there to teach you the art of music  
But it’s really a disguise to make fun of the art of 
your color. 
Her melodies. 
(MYNIA, EUPHORIA, and TRINITY unfreeze.) 
EUPHORIA 
I forgot her name, but it was this gym teacher. She 
wasn't my gym teacher, but she was in the gym with the 
other gym teachers. She was just really loud and rude. 
She would yell at us. Say if we dropped something by  
accident, she'd be like,  
MYNIA 
(Imitating teacher with a bad attitude) 
"Why are you guys throwing stuff? Pick it up!”  
EUPHORIA 
And yelling at us like we're her kids. Like, "Girl. 
No. That's not what you're about to do." And she was 
so rude. We would hold the door for her when we would 
 
 124 
come back inside for recess, and she wouldn't even 
say, "Thank you." She would be mean for no reason. 
Like negative energy all the time. Like just this blob 
of black air, like flying, just giving us orders. We'd 
tell the other gym teacher. He would diss her for us. 
It was just like a friendly diss. Like... 
TRINITY 
"Oh, don't be talking to my kids like that.” 
EUPHORIA 
Da, da, da. I would try not to have any interactions 
with her, but every time I would come in the door, 
she'd be like... 
MYNIA 
(Imitating teacher) 
”Hey, Ephora."  
EUPHORIA 
She didn't even say my name right. I corrected her 
every time, and she would still... I think she did it 
on purpose to get on my nerves because she knew I 
didn't like her at all. One time, she was in the 
teacher conference room. She was on break, and I was 
walking past. I was cool with all the principals so I 
used to be down there a lot. She was talking about me 
to one of the other staff. She was like... 
MYNIA 
(Imitating teacher) 
”Oh, she's nice. I like her."  
EUPHORIA 
Then I knocked on the door. I said, "I don't like 
you," and then I walked away. She started laughing, 
and then she was like... 
MYNIA 
(Imitating teacher) 
"Ephora, come here."  
EUPHORIA 
Then I was like, "No. I don't like you." Then, I just 
went to my class. I don't think she really think that 
I meant it, but I was dead serious. I didn't really 
say what I really wanted to say, but I just told her I 
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don't like her, because I really didn't like her, but 
I would have came for her whole life. 
TRINITY 
I went to Caucasian schools with white people. Like 
the kids were Black, but everybody else was white. 
JASMYNE 
They think you crazy, and they give you individual 
sessions. 
TRINITY 
Yeah. They think it's an issue. The people in my 
school, the way they handle their issues is yelling at 
each other. And that's weird to me, because I'll smack 
you, you in my face just yelling for no reason. I 
don't like that. 
JASMYNE 
They just think you crazy and give you individual 
sessions. 
TRINITY 
Or they try to make it like it's a psych class or some 
shit, and I ain't psycho like that, motherfucker. I'm 
sorry, I ain't mean to say that. 
JASMYNE 
I used to get mad because they used to pull me out of 
class and be like, "Oh, you have a session." I'd be 
like, "F out of here. I'm not going to no damn 
session. What y'all I think I'm doing?" and they used 
to call my parents and be like... 
MYNIA 
”You need to go to..."  
JASMYNE 
(Interrupting) 
And then I'd be like, "All right, kiss my butt." I 
feel like when I'm in an individual session, you 








Maybe I am just a little crazy, but no, you not going 
to tell me that. 
TRINITY 
It's because in individual sessions, people could feel 
attacked, or they could feel they're being judged. 
MYNIA 
Well, I ain’t never do no counseling like that, but 
sometimes I got too many discipline points and I was 
in trouble… It was minor stuff like… we had to wear a 
specific type of shoe to school but, since I wanted to 
be different, I used to wear my own sneakers, my own 
shoes. I used to wear whatever I felt like wearing. So 
they started giving you suspension days if you wore 
your shoes, and I always used to get in trouble or get 
suspended or something, because I was wearing my own 
sneakers. Everybody used to be wearing the same stuff 
and I'm different. So, I didn't want to be like 
anybody else. I didn't want to wear what anybody else 
was wearing. Mind you, we would be wearing everything 
from our tops to our bottoms and then we had to wear 
the same shoes, too?! I used to be like, "I'm not 
wearing them shoes." So, all the students signed a 
petition, but they didn’t change anything. They just 
left it the same. 
TRINITY 
Yeah, it was difficult for me, too. Before I even got 
to high school, I got kicked out of two schools… and I 
didn't even… I graduated, but I didn't even walk. 
Seventh grade, when I first got there, there wasn't 
nothing about like, "Oh, if you get in trouble, you 
won't be able to graduate." It wasn't that. But then, 
when eighth grade came, he was like...  
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating principal) 
"If you get into any trouble, you won't walk, but you 
can get your diploma and your cap and gown."  
TRINITY 
I managed to get into a fight two weeks before 
graduation, and he kicked me off the list, and I 
couldn't walk, which I didn't really care. I mean, 
it's eighth grade, it's whatever. The principal told 




(Imitating disappointed mother) 
"I already paid for cap and gown, and you couldn't 
even wear it."  
TRINITY 
I'm like, I'm going to graduate again in the next four 
years, so, I'll have another chance. I didn't even 
care if I walked or not as long as I graduated. That's 
what counts to me.  
(Beat) 
No, I care. It just doesn't bother me anymore. I don't 
even think about it because it's like, I'm going to 
graduate again. And it's not like I graduated on a 
limb; I graduated with good grades. It's just, I 
wasn't able to walk because I made a bad decision, 
which everybody makes bad decisions. The way the fight 
happened, I think I deserved to walk. But a fight is a 
fight, and neither one of us walked, me or the other 
person I fought. So, it was like, I would've been 
upset if he allowed her to walk and not me, but he 
kicked both of us off the list.  
(Beat) 
I remember graduation practice.  
(Laughing) 
They used to be beasting like we was going to the BET 
Awards or something. We walking down a ghetto gym 
room. We not doing nothing special. Then they had to 
try to make us sing and it sounded terrible. I was 
glad I wasn't a part of it, because it was ghetto 
anyway. The way it was set up was very unprofessional. 
I didn't like that. Looking through the window, it 
didn't look like the people who walked was enjoying 
themselves either. So, I've kind of got saved out 
there. Like if they was having fun though, I would 
have been a little hurt, but they wasn't. They was 
looking a little hurt too. So, I don't know.  
(Beat) 
I was just more worried about my mom. Maybe her being 
disappointed. I mean, she was, but she didn't really 
show it. She told me she was disappointed, but my 
grades were good. It's just that she wanted me to walk 
and take pictures, all that corny stuff. She can do 







(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with a cellphone, mixing bowl, and 
seasonings on top. In the second 
home, there is a made bed with a 
cellphone on it and a night table. 
In the third home, there is a 
folding chair and a glass of juice 
and laptop resting on the floor. 
In the fourth home, there is a 
sofa with a laptop on it and a 
lamp on top of an end table. 
JASMYNE stands downstage center. 
TRINITY, EUPHORIA, and MYNIA are 
frozen in their homes.) 
JASMYNE 
(To audience) 
Being a kid is easy, they say, but is it really 
Middle school wasn't the best 
From getting suspended every other day 
To falling on your knees to pray 
Hoping there would be better days  
(Sits down at the dining table.) 
TRINITY 
In our school, I feel like it's the same thing as 
elementary school, literally. I feel like they taking 
me back.  
EUPHORIA 
Man, listen. When I did school work, they'll correct 
it the wrong way. So I'll get a lower grade than I was 
supposed to get because they overlooked something or 
didn't look at something at all. Yeah, I did the right 
work and they overlooked it and stuff and I got a bad 
grade. But if I point it out, they'll fix it. It 
wasn’t something major but it did happen maybe three 
or four times. But I had to be the one to tell them. 
MYNIA 
Waking up, too. I didn't like that because they wanted 
you to be at school at a certain time, and that was 
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too much for me, and I didn't like that. And the fact 
that we had 80-minute classes with no cell phone 
device. You know how boring that is, to just sit there 
for 80 minutes? In my opinion, I didn't really learn 
anything that would help me in life, honestly. Like in 
the world that we live in. Okay in school they teach 
us math. They teach us how to interpret what we read 
and stuff, but like the world that we live in, we need 
to learn how to manage our money. How to... right now, 
how to survive being African-American, like stuff like 
that. And then like our history classes, we didn't 
really learn about our Black history until like it was 
Black History Month. We should be learning about our 
history throughout the year. Instead we're learning 
about Christopher Columbus and all that stuff. I just 
feel like school didn't set me up to be great in the 
future, honestly. 
TRINITY 
I feel like they should bump up the curriculum... Like 
add to it. I’m pretty sure teachers know that certain 
stuff that be in books and stuff isn't correct and 
they could correct it themselves and teach us, but 
they don’t... 
EUPHORIA 
I think they should give us a chance, because most 
white women... Not white women, white people in 
general, they have this direct thought that we're 
ghetto, we're robbers, we're thieves. We're dirty, 
we're Black, we're all this negativity and stuff, but 
it's a lot of amazing African-American people, famous, 
not famous, it don't matter. Half the stuff we made, 
white people use them. If it wasn't for half of us, 
y'all wouldn't even be wiping y'all booties, y'all 
wouldn't have nothing. Y'all wouldn't have no 
electricity, none of that. They just think, years ago 
we were slaves and stuff like that. We were the first 
people here. African people! You feel me? I don't like 
that stereotypical stuff. You're never supposed to 
judge a person just because of how the look or what 
they're wearing or what color their skin is. I hate 
that, I hate racist people. That's why I went to that 
rally. I went and seen everything, I went to see 
people of color fighting, talk to the police and being 
calm and peaceful. Calm and peaceful. They think that 
we want to just fight and break things and steal shit. 
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Nah, we don't want that. We want peace. We've been 
going through this shit for years. For years! And now, 
everybody got their opinion. White people think that 
they're more supreme than us because they're white, 
because they're privileged, because they get stuff 
easy. They get whatever they want because they're 
white. No, people work hard for what they get. They 
don't teach them the reality of color. They don't give 
facts about what Black people did. You feel me? They 
don't tell them the whole Revolutionary War. They 
don't tell them the Boston Tea Party. They don't tell 
them none of that, and they don’t teach us none of 
that. They lie to us. They fabricate stuff. They make 
it seem like, oh we're the enemy, we're this, we're 
that. Nah, it's not like that. I hate that shit. I 
hate when Caucasians think African-American people, 
people of color are the enemy, we're the threat. No, 
we are people, too! We are humans! You can't do that! 
TRINITY 
I feel like some teachers follow the curriculum a lot. 
They're precise about it, but it's okay to mix it up 
sometimes because sometimes the curriculum ain't 
always right. It be a little off, especially with 
Eastpole Public Schools. And they be talking about 
nonsense. To me, I feel like they be acting afraid to 
switch up the curriculum because maybe they'll lose 
their job, but I feel like if you do switch it up, 
they going to see that you do actually care about your 
students and you're willing to go beyond your job, and 
that could be a plus. But nobody thinks like that in 
Eastpole. 
JASMYNE 
I feel like some teachers are like that. As a matter 
of fact, all the teachers I’ve had... I feel like 
they're all like that except for one teacher. I had 
her second and fourth grade. She wasn't afraid to tell 
you if there was something missing out the book that 
you needed to know. She told you. But that was only 
really one teacher. Even in Tubman, I know one teacher 
is really straightforward with everything that be 
going on. Mr. Howard, he's the history teacher. He'll 
tell you every and anything that he feel like you need 




I haven't seen it and it's my last year. But I mean, 
there's nothing I can really do about it. It upsets me 
because sometimes I did feel like I was learning the 
same thing over and over, just a different way each 
year. Like it would be the same information just given 
to me a different way, which is no help to me if I 
already know it. There's nothing I can do about it... 
As long as I do what I have to do to get out of here. 
And it's over now, but I have a future. I could go to 
school for other stuff. Of course I want to learn 
different stuff than high school and middle school, so 
hopefully, that will be a different experience... if I 
go to college. 
JASMYNE 
I guess it doesn't really bother me because I expand 
my curiosity on different things on my own. So if I 
want to learn something, I'll take time out of my day 
to go research about it or ask questions, you know? 
Because I'm just like that. I like learning. I even 
helped somebody with their credit recovery, and I 
learned a whole bunch of different things that I never 
knew from doing it. 
TRINITY 
Yeah, but I got what I needed, not what I deserved. 
What I needed is what they were told to teach so that 
we can take tests and pass and get promoted to the 
next grade, that's what I needed. 
EUPHORIA 
I was going to say that many teachers in our school, 
they give us the work that we need to pass, and tests 
and stuff that we can pass and all the other stuff we 
deserve, I didn't actually learn anything just putting 
a book in front of my face and telling me to put notes 
down, circle letters. That's something that I deserve, 
I deserve to be taught. I deserve to be treated like 
everybody else. I deserve to be taught how to read and 
write and stuff like that. Most white teachers, they 
be like you've got to do this, you've got to do that. 
You see how Black teachers teach? They teach with 
their soul; they make sure you get everything. White 
teachers just give us what's out of the book. They 
don't give us a better explanation, a clearer 
understanding or nothing. They just want us to do it 
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so they can get what they need to get done. They don't 
teach us nothing, that's something I deserve. 
TRINITY 
That's the thing in Tubman because nine times out of 
10 if you get sent there it's because you got kicked 
out of your last school for behavior issues, and that 
means you don't have enough credits to pass. When you 
go to Tubman, there's a lot of just giving you work to 
bring up credits. Sometimes... Literally like my first 
year there they were giving me basic math as a 
sophomore. Addition and subtraction, just so that I 
could get promoted to junior year. That's what I'm 
saying as stuff you need, they're just giving it to 
you so that you can get your credits up and 9 times 
out of 10 in Tubman, you bring your credits up, you 
get back to your sending school. So, they just giving 
you stuff... And you don't have to go back though but 
that's what they doing so you can get out of there. 
I’m like, what's the whole point of it then? And 
sometimes, most of it just be busy work. If you have a 
substitute, a lot of the work is just busy work to 
keep you out of trouble, which also doesn't make sense 
to me because I'm doing all this work to not even get 
graded? That's why I don't do it. 
MYNIA 
I’m going to college. I’m actually going to college. 
I'm going to Eastpole Community College for culinary 
arts. And I haven't been to a school yet that has 
taught me anything about cooking. And that's what I 
love to do! Schools need to add that into a schedule 
whether or not it’s an alternative school.  
ALL 







(We are in one home in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. There is a sofa with a 
laptop on it and a lamp on top of 




In elementary school, I had this teacher. She didn't 
just help me with my whole writing process... Because 
of her, I always wrote down my feelings, even though I 
never really told anybody what happened to me in 
school from like second grade to sixth. Because when I 
tried to tell, they didn't believe me. The principal. 
She didn't believe me.  
(Pause) 
This boy, he was older in the school, and he used to 
touch me all the time. I didn't tell my teacher, 
because I know like how she gets or whatever; she gets 
very emotional. But just the fact that she helped me 
to get through my writing process and be able to write 
down my feelings, it helped, kind of. 
(Beat) 
When I was in second and third grade, I used to see 
him always looking at me, but I never really paid no 
mind to it. A lot of boys would look at me or 
whatever, because for my age I always had some type of 
body to me. He was my ex's brother. In fourth grade, 
me and my ex started dating. And so, fourth grade to 
like my sixth-grade year, his brother would always 
snatch me into the corners and touch up on me. He'd 
try to do little stuff to me, and I would try to pull 
away, but he was so much bigger, so I couldn't really 
do nothing because I was small for a long time. And 
then it got out of hand one time. I was on the 
elevator with my art teacher, with a couple of other 
students, and he groped me while I was walking out the 
elevator. And my friends, they saw it and they said 
something because they knew, I didn't say nothing. So, 
when they pulled me in the principal's office to talk 
about it, I told them, "This is not the first time, 
but nobody ever tried to hear me out." So, they was 
like asking me what the other times was, but when I 
said it, they was like... 
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(MYNIA enters stage right.) 
MYNIA 
(Imitating principal) 
”Oh, that's irrelevant. We're talking about now."  
(Exits stage right.) 
JASMYNE 
He had done it all through summer school, too. Snatch 
me into a corner, grope me, dry hump me, stuff like 
that. After that, I just shut down, like I always do. 
Because it was like, what much can I really say 
because y'all talking about the other times was 
irrelevant. That same day, like I had to get on a bus 
with him. He didn’t say nothing to me then, but the 
next day, he came on the bus and tried to grab me and 
snatch me into the seat with him. He had both of my 
hands and I said, "Yo, let me go. I'm dead serious. 
I'm not playing with you." He didn't want to let me 
go. He was like... 
(EUPHORIA enters stage left.) 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating an aggressive boy) 
”What you going to do if I don't let you go?"  
JASMYNE 
I said, "I'm going to spit on you." And he was like... 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating an aggressive boy) 
”You know better. You not dumb. You're not going to 
spit on me."  
JASMYNE 
I said, "Okay, if you don't let me go by the time I 
get to three, I'm going to spit on you." He was still 
holding me. So, I was like, "All right." I got to like 
two in my head, and I was just like, I had it saved 
up, and I just chucked it at him. And... then he tries 
to get up, like he's about to do something to me, and 
my boyfriend got up and was like... 
(TRINITY enters stage left.) 
TRINITY 
(Imitating a concerned boy) 
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"Yo, what are you doing?"  
JASMYNE 
And pushed him back in his seat. This happened from 
fourth to sixth grade, but by sixth grade I was out of 
that school. 
(EUPHORIA and TRINITY exit stage left. 
JASMYNE sits down on the sofa holding 
her head in hands. MYNIA enters stage 
right.) 
MYNIA 
(Performs poem to audience) 
Plot of the storm is that in order to get where you 
wanna be, you’re gonna have some rainy days and not 
everything is gonna be given to you. There’s gonna be 
days when you just wanna give up. When there’s so much 
hate in your soul and you just wanna let go... Some 
nights when you feel like you can’t. It’s hard I know 
but just take a moment BREATHE don’t think down on 
yourself. Talk to yourself. USE YOUR BRAIN and make 
sure your crown never tilts or falls. 
(MYNIA exits stage right.) 
JASMYNE 
(To audience) 
The summer before my eighth-grade year, something like 
that had happened to me again, but it was like really 
extreme. And I told somebody, but again, they didn't 
believe me, but that was because of my behavior. I 
guess they didn't really know what to believe. 
(Beat) 
I always hung out with my grandma's neighbors and like 
our friends or whatever. It’s right on the corner, so 
we always used to hang out over there. And around the 
corner from there is apartment buildings where it was 
a whole bunch of older boys. So, when one of the boy's 
friends pulled up, he seen me. And, again, my body was 
bigger for my age. So, I went to the corner store and 
when I came back, the boy's friend who had seen me, 
literally, I heard his car hit the corner because he 
sped back around to come catch up to me. I knew him 
from my cousin's basketball team from a few years 
back, and I'm like, "Oh, hello," because he started 
speaking to me. And then me being the little reckless 
girl that I was, I let him come pick me up one night. 
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And that first night, everything was all fine, 
whatever. It was the second night that... 
(Pause) 
He let his friends come in and rape me. I didn't give 
none of them consent. I gave consent to him, but he 
held me down. I don't know how many of them it was, 
but they all came in and raped me. I didn't tell 
anybody what happened at first because I was scared, 
because I was sneaking out. But then he was stalking 
me for a while afterwards. Had to have been a good few 
months. It ended up coming out towards the middle of 
the school year, and it happened in the summertime. 
So, when my sneaking out finally caught up to me, I 
told my parents what happened. I didn't really wait or 
hesitate to say it because I knew if I waited and 
hesitated it wouldn't have came out. So I hurried up, 
and just said it. And they were asking me all these 
questions, and they were like... 
(EUPHORIA and TRINITY enter stage left.) 
TRINITY 
(Imitating shocked parent) 
“Wait, what?” 
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating concerned parent) 
“Well, do you know who it was?"  
JASMYNE 
And because I couldn't give them no names or no faces, 
they left it at that.  
(EUPHORIA and TRINITY exit stage left.) 
JASMYNE 
I didn't have anybody, you know? So, from there, 
nothing happened. I don't think they believe me 
either, and I don't really blame them because I was 
always the type to lie if I got caught or something. 
But I'm like, it's no reason to lie about something 
like that. That's OD. That's like you lying, saying 
that somebody passed away. It was only scary because 
he stalked me for a while afterwards. He was never at 
this corner store by my grandma's house, but all of a 
sudden after that, he stayed at that corner store and 
would sit in parked cars. And it would look like the 
car is just empty, turned off, parked and everything. 
And he would wait until I came out to go to the corner 
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store and would roll down his window, be like, "Come 
here." Or get out the car and follow me to the corner 
store. So, whenever I would walk to the corner, I 
would cross the street first, and then walk past the 
barbershop where people be at. Or when I would walk to 
the corner, because there was a traffic light, I would 
just check my surroundings. I always look behind me. I 
went to counseling before, but I didn’t talk about it. 
I would just tell them what they wanted to hear so 
that way I could just finish it. There wasn’t anybody 
I felt like I could open up to about it. 
(EUPHORIA enters stage right stands next 
to JASMYNE downstage.) 
EUPHORIA 
Jasmyne, I'm so sorry that you had to go through that. 
And if I... I really would have killed them niggas. 
You're such a strong person, and a beautiful person, 
and for you to go through that and tell us that, that 
shit is really... That's fucked up. That shit's crazy. 
That's... 
(MYNIA enters stage right stands next to 
JASMYNE downstage.) 
MYNIA 
I just want to tell you that I love you so much. 
JASMYNE 
I love you, too. 
(TRINITY enters stage right stands next 
to JASMYNE downstage.) 
TRINITY 
(Wiping away tears) 
You've been a good friend to me since the day I met 
you in Tubman. You're the first person to talk to me. 
And I never knew that you went through that before. I 
mean, but I didn't expect to know. That's not 









I just... I... I... I can’t even talk now! I don't 
need to say nothing. My God. 
EUPHORIA 
(Crying and laughing) 
I’m sitting here crying in the club, like... 
JASMYNE 
(Wiping away tears) 
I'm sorry.  
EUPHORIA 
(Wiping away tears) 
Bitch, me crying? You'll never see it. 
JASMYNE 
I gotta go inside and wipe my nose now.  
MYNIA 
(Crying and laughing) 
Girl, me too. 
TRINITY 
Shoot, all of us! Come on, y’all. 











(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with a laptop and laundry basket 
of clean clothes on top. In the 
second home, there is an unmade 
bed with a pillows and blankets 
and a night table with a cellphone 
on it. In the third home, there is 
a gaming chair, game controller, 
and a laptop resting on the floor. 
In the fourth home, there is a 
sofa with magazines on it, and a 
lamp and cell phone on top of an 
end table. JASMYNE, TRINITY, 
EUPHORIA, and MYNIA sitting in 
each of the four homes.) 
EUPHORIA 
I think a teacher's job is to come there and teach and 
be nice and respectful and do they job. Make sure 
nobody be hurting each other, causing self-harm, doing 
stupid stuff. They supposed to keep everybody in check 
and do they job and make sure everybody's good. 
Because they're responsible for us from 8 to 3. 
MYNIA 
A teacher, a good teacher is a teacher that when you 
ask for help they will actually sit down and help you, 
find a time to help you, use their lunch break to help 
you. 
JASMYNE 
I think a good teacher to me is someone who focuses on 
academics, but at the same time on you as a person, 
altogether. I can only use the teachers at Tubman as 
an example, because in other schools they weren't like 
that. They didn't really care about...  
TRINITY 
(Interjecting) 
If you did what you wanted to do in the classroom, 
then you could just get out. Like that was the end of 
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it, and they'll send you your work. As for the 
teachers in Tubman... 
JASMYNE 
(Interjecting) 
They have more patience with you because they been in 
it so long... Like that type of school... And maybe 
had worse kids than you so they know how to deal with 
that. 
MYNIA 
They care about you graduating, you getting your work 
done, you moving on to the next grade and making it 
somewhere in life.  
EUPHORIA 
And they'll ask you if you're okay. And they'll know 
if you're okay or not. Or if you just need to be 
pulled to the side to speak. 
MYNIA 
For me, it was Mr. Reynolds. He was my Tribe teacher. 
We was talking one day in Tribe, and I was one of the 
new people in the building, so he asked me who my 
mother and my father was, and I told him. He know my 
mother and my father. He told me, basically, my father 
was the first person that got him intoxicated, and he 
had a crush on mother since they was younger, so yeah. 
TRINITY 
(laughing) 
Reynolds got a crush on everybody mother! 
EUPHORIA 
(laughing) 
For real. Everybody mother! 
JASMYNE 
(laughing) 
With a whole wife! 
MYNIA 
(laughing) 
I'm dead. I don't got nothing to do with that. I don't 
know nothing about that. But yeah, we just been like 
good people ever since. He's cool. He a kind man. He's 
generous and all of that. He made sure everything that 




After I stopped doing all of my work, he made sure 
everything got done. He would literally sit in front 
of my house and talk with my mother until my classes 
got done. We was out here eight hours one day, from 
the morning to night time, because my work wasn't 
getting done. This was during coronavirus. It made me 
feel like I have purpose or a motivation, somebody who 
was there to push me. Don't get me wrong, my mother 
and my grandmother, they push me to do stuff, but when 
you got other people outside, looking in, and it's, 
you know, somebody that wants you to succeed and 
stuff, it makes you go even harder. 
TRINITY 
My favorite teacher is Ms. Westfield. I had her for 
art. I don't have art now, but I had her. And when I 
first got there, when I would get mad and stuff, she 
would bring me into her classroom to talk me about it 
or she'll give me the option of sitting in her 
classroom for a couple of minutes until I calm down. 
Then, also, when I didn't want to eat the government 
lunch, she'll come through with food. In Tubman, she 
was the teacher I was closest to. I could go to Ms. 
Westfield for anything. Anything I needed, I could go 
to her for it. And I still do it now even though we're 
not in school. You know how, when you be in school and 
you just feel like she's your mom, but in school. Not 
saying I didn't have a mom. Obviously, I did, but she 
was another mother figure when my mother wasn't 
around. Because when I first got there, my first day, 
I ain't even going to lie, I was crying because I was 
scared. Because the way I came in, I wasn't expecting 
them to... It really felt like I got arrested. It had 
me down, I'm walking through metal detectors, and I'm 
like, "What's all this for? I'm not a criminal." So, I 
really felt like it was going to be the worst 
experience ever, and I was scared. I didn't want to 
stay, so I cried. It didn't work though because they 
still made me stay. And it was that first day, I was 
sitting outside my class, because I didn't want to be 
in there, and she seen me, and asked what's my name 
and stuff like that. And I told her, then she she was 
like... 
MYNIA 
(Imitating caring teacher) 
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"Come to my class."  
TRINITY 
And then I basically sat in there the whole period 
with her, and was just telling her what school I came 
from and all this other stuff, and then after that 
day, I felt comfortable enough to go up to her if I 
needed something, and that's what I'd do. Ms. 
Westfield is the most loving person ever. And she'll 
do that for anybody, not just me specifically. She 
treats everybody the same, is what I'm saying. She's 
never disrespectful. And I've seen people disrespect 
her, and she doesn't disrespect you back; she'll take 
it, which I ain't never seen before, because most 
teachers... You can be on their good side or whatever, 
but the moment you disrespect them, they'll get back, 
but not her. 
EUPHORIA 
For me, it's Mr. Thomas and Ms. Baker. They both are 
really respectful. They're respectful, powerful. Not 
powerful like that, but the stuff they say, some of 
the statements they make, they're powerful. They're 
real humble people, too. Like someone I can talk to as 
an adult. Because I don't really like talking to 
adults because they feel like they have the authority 
to disrespect me. Sometimes I feel like that. 
Sometimes I feel like adults, some adults, when they 
talk to me they feel the need to talk to me any kind 
of way because they're older. But the two of them, 
they're people that you can have a conversation with. 
They're nice, respectful people. We have a lot in 
common. Like our personalities; we goofy. But they're 
a funny type of goofy because they seen everything. 
They know everything. They got a joke for everything. 
And they're people that's been around longer than me. 
Mr. Thomas he's like my father and Ms. Baker, she's 
like my aunt. So Mr. Thomas, he's someone you can talk 
to about personal stuff. Anything going on, he'll go 
out of his way to help you. He brought me some 
groceries. I remember we went out one day. We had went 
around giving free groceries to people that needed 
stuff during the pandemic. We asked around and drove 
out and gave people stuff. They're really generous 
people. They'll give the shirt off their backs to 
somebody if you really need it. So that's why I say 
he's like a father. You can talk to him, he'll give 
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you stuff if you need it. You don't got to steal, you 
don't got to lie, you don't got to do none of that. 
He's a really good person. You can tell he has a nice 
soul, a nice kind soul. And so does Ms. Baker. But I 
say she's like an aunt because you can tell Mr. Thomas 
certain stuff, but you can't tell him everything 
because I'm still a female. You can't talk about all 
everything. So it's good to have a aunt type... you 
know, to have a woman figure. I wouldn't consider her 
a mother figure, because sometimes you can't curse 
around your mother, you can't be disrespectful, you 
can't say certain stuff to your mom, because that's 
your mom. I mean I tell my mom everything, but still 
it's certain stuff I don't tell her. I can't talk to 
her how I talk to my aunties. I just liked them 
because they was different. They were funny. They was 
nice people.  
JASMYNE 
I had jumped from school-to-school multiple times so I 
had multiple principals. But I was always in trouble, 
so it was never really a good moment with any 
principals. If I was in the office, I was getting 
suspended or having a conversation with them because I 
was in trouble. I just feel like some principals, they 
feel like they can do whatever they want. Like Trinity 
said, they got the doctor or the principal in front of 
it, but that don't mean that you at this high power. 
No, alright you principal of the school but you ain't 
God; and you not my parents. But Mr. Brown, I love Mr. 
Brown. He's so nice, even though he don't come out of 
his office, he try to be in his little cocoon. But he 
knows how to be a principal and a nice one at that. 
He'll talk to you and give you multiple chances. But 
this was my first time actually reconnecting with him 
because me and his daughter used to play basketball 
together and the last time I seen him was when I 
fought his daughter at a basketball game. So, it was 
kind of awkward at first, but then we built that 
relationship back up. It was never my issue with him. 
It was just a little issue with his daughter. But he 
was always a nice person. He's a friendly giant 
because he's huge. 
(Beat) 
He seen potential in me when I got to the school, and 
he was always asking me to represent the school for 
something, all the time. He gave me multiple chances, 
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and he didn't even have to keep me in that school as 
many times as I done did something. He could have told 
me... 
EUPHORIA 
"Well you're going to have to go because you can't 
stay here."  
JASMYNE 
That's your last option of school when you get sent 
there, but he didn't give up on me. He's a nice dude. 
And he always providing, they always doing something 
for the school. Like because they know a lot of the 
kids aren't as fortunate as others, or don't have it 
like that. So, they got ShopRite to donate to us every 
month, once a month, a whole bunch of food for kids to 
take home for their families. They buy food like we're 
their own kids. They let us celebrate every holiday, 
and they always feeding us. They'll give you money if 
you need to go get a haircut so you can look 
presentable, or if you need a way to get to work or 
around, then they do that. You know? And it's 
everybody, but I feel like the principal... Because 
the teachers can't just do something without bringing 
it to him first. So I feel like he does provide a lot 
too. It's everybody together. They all come together. 
Even when some teachers be like “oh no, I don't want 
to provide for these bad kids.” Because some of the 
kids are really disrespectful and I wouldn't want to 
either. But they do that to show them we aren't your 
enemies, we're here for you, you know? 
MYNIA 
When I was in Marshall, probably the ending of 
sophomore year to junior year. I was feeling like... 
(Beat) 
I was ready to give up, honestly. I was feeling like I 
wouldn't be nothing in life. I just wasn't motivated 
at all. And I tried. I tried everything. My junior 
year was the year I started actually going to the 
guidance counselor and stuff, trying to get help. I 
just needed someone to help me to push me so I can 
just keep on going... Because of school... It was like 
the same thing over and over. It just got boring to 
me. I wasn't learning anything. So I was just like, 
I'm tired of this. I want to do something. I want to 
learn. And I want to be great. And I needed my high 
school diploma, but I was just like, I was so down. So 
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that's when I went to my principal, and I told him, I 
want to change schools. Can I go to an alternative 
school? And first, he was saying...  
EUPHORIA 
(Imitating principal) 
"No, no, no." 
MYNIA 
And I was explaining to him, I don't feel like I'm 
going to do what I have to do here. So I feel like I 
need a new experience somewhere else, something to 
push me. And I spoke to my mother about it. She didn't 
want me to leave either. But then, after a while, she 
made a decision, thinking... 
TRINITY 
(Imitating loving mother) 
“Okay, if it's going to be better for you, then okay.”  
MYNIA 
And it was better. When I went to Tubman, everything 
was better. My grades got better. I was leaving school 
early. It was just great. It was a total flip. And now 









(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with a cellphone and a plate of 
food. In the second home, there is 
a made bed with a cellphone on it 
and a night table. In the third 
home, there is a folding chair and 
some candy and laptop resting on 
the floor. In the fourth home, 
there is a sofa with a laptop and 
game controller on it and a lamp 
and a bowl of popcorn on top of an 
end table. TRINITY, MYNIA, 
JASMYNE, and EUPHORIA sitting in 
each of the four homes. MYNIA, 
EUPHORIA, and TRINITY freeze.)  
JASMYNE 
(To audience) 
Her name is a name I will not forget 
It’s the name that made me  turn into the person 
writing this poem 
From just a kid on the carpet with my pencil and paper 
She encouraged me to explore my imagination  
You didn’t know before that you were going to make me 
the writer that I am today and will be later on down 
the line  
And I want you to know that I will make you proud and 
acknowledge and honor your name 
Present on display for everyone to know you are the 
person who made me the writer I am today  
You knew I had it in me from the moment I stepped foot 
in your classroom  
Being a newbie wasn’t easy but you made it comfortable  
Coming to your desk with smiles and giggles because I 
got an A on my writing test  
I remember those jokes you always made about you and 
Ryan Seacrest being engaged and always bringing that 
Irish soda bread  
Her words were soft and made me feel like I can be 
anything I wanted to be  
Be on top of the world  
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She made me feel like I was the little girl she didn’t 
have  
I felt special and forever will that stay apart of me  
Seeing that smile with her bright rosy cheeks when she 
read my stories brought a joy to my heart that geesh I 
can’t explain 
Her name is a name I will not forget  
It’s a name that will be carried with me for the rest 
of my writing journey  
Remembering those words and that smile pushing me to 
be on top of the world reading my writing. 
(MYNIA, EUPHORIA, and TRINITY unfreeze.) 
JASMYNE 
I went to so many schools, but my teacher, Ms. O’Neil. 
I had her starting in 2nd grade and that's where I 
found out that I like to write because she was my 
Language Arts teacher. We was always doing something 
with writing. She told me I was her favorite student, 
and her best writer or whatever, and she got me into 
writing. She was really nice, and every year, because 
she's Irish, she always brung in this Irish soda bread 
with this spray butter. What?!?!?! So good!!! And then 
I ended up having her again in 4th grade. And my 
brother goes to the school that I used to go to now, 
so every time I go there and I see her, What?! That's 
my, you know... That's my other mother. That's my 
Irish mom.  
(JASMYNE, EUPHORIA, and MYNIA freeze.) 
TRINITY 
(To audience) 
If I could say something to Ms. Knight, I would start 
off by saying "Thank you." All her nagging and the 
bickering between us really paid off. She may not 
believe me, but her words helped me get through a lot. 
She would always tell me about my attitude and she 
would always tell me that having a bad attitude would 
result in a lot of hard life lessons to be learned. 
Thinking about what she said helped me realize that 
everything doesn’t need a reaction, and if you do feel 
like a reaction is needed, it doesn’t have to be a 
negative one. She opened my eyes to an easier way of 
living and I am forever grateful. 




My math teacher from 5th grade, Ms. Knight. That was 
my favorite teacher in elementary school. She used to 
work with my uncle in... I don't know what school, but 
one day when she saw he dropped me off, she was 
like... 
MYNIA 
(Imitating friendly teacher) 
"I used to work with him. We're good friends." 
TRINITY 
And then after that it was every time I had a problem 
or something I could go to her. Or if I was having a 
bad day or something, I could always go to her to calm 
me down or something. Or just to even sit with her and 
she'll talk to me about it before it escalates. She 
was a loving teacher to everybody. There was never... 
She didn't treat me better because she knew somebody 
in my family. She treated everybody the same way, 
unless you disrespected her. Once you disrespected 
her, she's not going to disrespect you back, but 
she'll never treat you the same, how she treated you 
before. 
(Beat) 
When I finally passed... I'm so bad at math. Like I'd 
be passing with a D. I'm not even lying. And there was 
one time like, up here we used to do unit 
assessments... We used to do that and then we did 
standardized tests. And like the pre-standardized test 
or something, I guess it was like the practice, I 
actually passed with like a B with no help though. It 
took me longer than everybody else, but the idea made 
me feel good. And that was because of her. She used to 
call me potato because she said I was hard on the 
outside and soft on the inside. I don't know where she 
came up with that, but...  
JASMYNE 
But she stupid because a potato is hard on the inside 
until you boil it 
EUPHORIA 
I was just about to say that. I didn't want to be a 
asshole. 
TRINITY 




She probably mean a egg. 
(JASMYNE and EUPHORIA laugh.) 
EUPHORIA 
(Laughing hysterically) 
She said a egg!!! 
TRINITY 
(Straight-faced) 
Really? An egg? 
MYNIA 
Yo, y'all bugging. 
JASMYNE 
(Laughing) 
I'm sorry, Trin! 
EUPHORIA 
I can’t think of nobody! 
MYNIA 
I got one. 
TRINITY 
Go head, Niyah. 
(JASMYNE, EUPHORIA, and TRINITY freeze.) 
MYNIA 
(To audience) 
Dear Nurse Cynthia,  
Something I’d want you to know from back then that you 
didn’t know was I appreciated you very much and they 
don’t make nurses like you anymore. You were pretty 
much the best. Also, about me, now I am 18 years of 
age. I finally graduated high school and I’ll be off 
to college really soon. I know if you saw me or were 
physically here to see me you’d probably be surprised 
and shocked how much I’ve grown from the age of 6-7 to 
18. I enjoyed your company and niceness while being in 
that school. You are once again appreciated deeply. 
LOVE, Mynia. 





(under her breath) 
A damn egg. 
MYNIA 
I'd say my nurse; her name was Nurse Cynthia. She 
passed away, I think a year or two after I left the 
school. But, she was so nice and I would make up 
excuses just to go in her office. I would be like, "I 
have to throw up," or something. But she would know it 
would be nothing wrong with me and she'd let me sit in 
there with her. It was fun. She gave me cookies or 
something. And then she'd talk to me, she'd let me 
play with the scale and stuff. We'd just be talking. 
She was nice. And she was really nice. I guess it's 
because she was older too, I wouldn't say... She was 
old, but she was one of the really cute old ladies. 
She was like that. 
JASMYNE 
Okay, but the nurse ain't no teacher. 
MYNIA 
So! She was still my favorite, and plus she used to 
teach me stuff all the time.  
TRINITY 





And Jasmyne don't be talking about no boyfriends 
either! We talking about adults! 
EUPHORIA 













Okay, okay. I got another one!  
TRINITY 
Go head, Jas. 
JASMYNE 
Actually, I got two. One of them name was Miss Lauren. 
She lives right up the street from me, too. She was 
another one of my writing teachers, and she was just 
always happy. It was rare that she got mad. You had to 
really piss her off to get her mad, but she always 
liked me. She knew what was up with me. If something 
was going on ... Like one time, I had an incident with 
my boyfriend, at the time, and I walked up out of 
class and I went and confronted him, but she didn't 
get mad. She just asked me what happened afterward. 
She was kind of understanding. She made class fun too. 
She just tried different things. I understand the 
teacher has to teach a certain curriculum for a 
certain amount of time, but she didn't make it boring, 
like you wasn't getting tired of it. Because kids, 
some of them still had to learn how to do it, so she 
tried to switch it up, make it different, or in a way 
that you would have an easier time understanding it. 
Some kids didn't understand how to write metaphors, so 
I don't know what activity it was, but she used the 
kids' names in sentences as examples, and found ways 
to describe them, so it made it kind of like fun and 
funny. Then my other teacher was Mr. Moss. He was my 
math teacher. He was just like a teddy bear. He had a 
ginger beard, and he was so fluffy. He was adorable, 
with blue eyes. Yeah. I think that's when I started to 
like math was when I had him. Because before, I hated 
math, could not stand it. It was just his energy. Some 
teachers get really frustrated. And if you have an 
attitude with me, I don't care if I'm supposed to be 
the one learning it, you're going to get attitude 
back. But he was really nice and didn't mind teaching 
you, even if you still didn't get it after the 100th 
time of him teaching it to you. He's another one. If 
you get him mad... It's rare that you get him mad, but 
when he does, it's kind of like bad. But when I go 
visit them now, because they're still at that school, 




Okay, I got one. There was this website that we used 
to have to go on and do activities and stuff like for 
your subjects. They were terrible. Like, oh my God. 
So, I had to be in one of those extra help classrooms, 
like when they go to a private room and they log on. I 
had to be in that. The principal, he would always hop 
on with me in the morning. I hated it. Like, I really 
didn't want to do it, but he always pushed me to like 
keep doing it, so I can pass. Because you really did 
need that to pass. You had to have a certain score and 
I didn't have that high of a score, because I wasn't 
really that good at math. So I always had help, but I 
really didn’t have no help like how he helped me. 
Because he was just OD smart. So, he helped me, and I 
ended up taking that test. You know how they make us 
take the test at the end of the school year. I passed 
that. And it was just like, "oh my God, I passed." I 
ain't never get left back, and it was because of him. 
And I was about to get left back. But he would tutor 
me. We would have conversations. I would tell him that 
I didn't want to do it. I didn't want to do nothing. 
He would always push me. So that's my dude. So 
obviously, he tell me something, I'm going to do it. 
I'll listen to him because when I first came to that 
school, he was the only person that really appealed to 
me and helped me because he used to be in a class, 
like as a teacher's aide or whatever. He would see me 
struggling, and he would come and help me. Help me do 
my math tests, help me get the answer. Like, he grew 
up, he glowed up. Now he the principal of that school; 
he used to be a teacher's aide. 
MYNIA 
I would say my Language Arts teacher. She was nice. 
She helped us out. She treated us like we were her 
kids. She was really forgiving. We would be bad 
sometimes, and then ... Like when we had substitutes 
and stuff, and then she'll come back and be mad at us, 
but then we'll make it up to her and stuff. Like she 
was really a nice person and she actually helped us. 
She's one of the reasons why I passed, because I 
wasn't doing so good at first. I would come after 
school and she would read, go over stuff with me and 
help me do work and stuff. She was kind of like a 
mother figure. Like another mother figure, because ... 
I don't know how to explain it, but she gave off that 
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caring vibe. And she treated us, like she would feed 
us and stuff when we'd be good, and take care of us 
and stuff. Say, for instance, we'd be good or 
something, we were being quiet, she would give us 
stuff, like she would buy us food, let us have 
parties, and stuff like that, and help. Be nice. Help. 
That's what everybody needed, a little help, and 
someone to talk to and stuff. She would talk to us 
about how we feel. We'd have little circles. We'd talk 
to each other. 
TRINITY 
Oh and Mr. Lee! Because he is so funny. He's so 
adorable and little and Japanese. He be giving out 
brownies, but they be nasty sometimes, but it's 
generous. He's really funny. He's smart, but he be 
trying to be cool. He talks to the students 
respectfully, and he has a good heart. You can tell 
when somebody's intuitions are nice. 
EUPHORIA 
Mr. Fuller. Mr. Fuller was my gym teacher. A couple of 
my teachers had my sister as a student, and I didn't 
know that at first. But like, he cool. He's funny. He 
be chilling or whatever. He knows how to take jokes. 
And some teachers don't. So they be getting mad. 
Because he's really built, so it look like he wear a 
size triple Z.  
(Laughing) 
So, I be like getting on him about that, and knows how 
to take it. He cool. He be chilling out. I don't know. 
He knows that students are like that, they joke 
around. Cause a student gone crack a joke on every 
teacher at some point, you know? That's how it is. 
They always got jokes or something, and it’s cool when 
a teacher can take it. 
JASMYNE 
Word! Cause I be cracking on teachers all the time! 
MYNIA 
You be cracking on everybody! 
JASMYNE 
Man, I wish I was in that class with that teacher 





Here she go! 
(JASMYNE, EUPHORIA, and MYNIA freeze.) 
TRINITY 
(To audience) 
Dear Ms. Knight,  
Guess what? I'm a senior now and I'm almost 
finished... Thanks to you. Believe it or not, you're 
part of the reason for me being the person I am today. 
You taught me how to think before my actions. You 
taught me how to be courageous. You taught me how to 
be me. All your nagging and bickering between one 
another really paid off. Once I left, I would always 
think about how you told me that in order to be 
successful, I'd have to change my attitude. You 
believed in me when nobody else did, you stood by me 
and never gave up when everyone else forgot who I was. 
Of course, I came into a couple of complications 
during my four years of high school, but that didn't 
stop me. Every time I thought about giving up, I would 
say, "What would potato do?" I pushed myself. And now 







(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with  a mixing bowl, and 
seasonings, and a laptop on top. 
In the second home, there is a 
made bed with a cellphone and 
clothes on it and a night table. 
In the third home, there is a 
folding chair with a laptop and a 
basketball on the floor. In the 
fourth home, there is a sofa with 
a cellphone on it and a lamp on 
top of an end table. JASMYNE, 
MYNIA, EUPHORIA, and TRINITY 
sitting in each of the four 
homes.) 
JASMYNE 
So, I had passed a lot of classes, had high credits, 
and I represented the school a ton. I got like 20 
awards in one day when they did the award ceremony, 






When they was always picking me to go represent the 
school. 
EUPHORIA 
You talking about that day ‘Centa was singing? 
(TRINITY, MYNIA, and JASMYNE laugh.) 
JASMYNE 
(Laughing) 





I'm being serious. 
TRINITY 
Okay... What day was Santa singing, and where was I 
at? 
EUPHORIA 
When they gave everybody the whatchamacallits? They 
had that thing. When Mr. Brown brought his father to 
the school, and then they was giving out awards. 
TRINITY 
Girl, Santa was not there! 
EUPHORIA 
I wasn't there last year. I thought that's what she's 
talking about. 
TRINITY 
You was there when that happened, though. That was 
when Trina and Ell was singing on the guitar. But 
Santa wasn’t never there!  
EUPHORIA 
(Totally confused) 
Who is Santa?! 
TRINITY 
That's what I thought that you said. 
EUPHORIA 
I said Mr. Brown’s father... That day when they was 
giving out awards. 
TRINITY 
I could have swore you said Santa. 
MYNIA 




I was like, maybe it was a Christmas thing I wasn’t 







Like, Santa came through, that's nice... 
TRINITY 
Santa coming through for some grown ass kids. 
MYNIA 
Listen. I mean, you never know. 
JASMYNE 
Not in Tubman. 
EUPHORIA 
Word. Santa is not coming to the hood. 
JASMYNE 






Girl, don't do that. Stop playing. You was there. 
Cause I remember Louis was there, too. He watched me 
get up like 20 times. 
(Smiling from ear to ear.) 
TRINITY 
Of course you remember Louis. 
(JASMYNE laughs bashfully.) 
JASMYNE 
But yeah. I wasn’t surprise or nothing because I knew 
I was going to be acknowledged. It was low key 
embarrassing because I kept having to get up, but it 
felt a little good because I'm like, they calling 
other people up, but it's very little people, like I'm 
getting all these awards. So, I hated that I kept 
having to get up. I was so mad. But it was good mad. 







Phor, yo. Don’t be a hater. You mad smart, so I know 
you got awards before. 
EUPHORIA 
Nah, I never got nothing like that before. Well, not 
really an award, but... It was my 8th grade graduation, 
and I had lost my little ribbon thingy. You know how 
you get the little tassel things? Well, only the 
people who had good grades and shit...  
(Clears throat) 
And stuff like that had the little colorful ones. And 
I had the colorful one, because I was good. And I had 
lost it and I was telling the principal like, "Oh my 
God, really? I really want to graduate with the 
thing." He was like... 
MYNIA 
"Oh, if you ain’t got the tassel, you can’t graduate."  
EUPHORIA 
I'm like, maaaannnn.  
(Expresses disappointment) 
I mean, at the time I thought he was serious. I just 
wanted to graduate, you feel me? But then, he had gave 
me a extra one, because I lost mine.  
(Beat) 
I was so happy, because like... Because I wanted 




Graduation. The best day of my life. I felt so happy 
and free. But I lost my tassel. I needed it to show 
everybody that I did it. That I’m somebody. Somebody 
needed to see me walk across that stage, happy & 
proud. That bad little Black girl that everybody 
talked about, that everybody doubted, that went past 







(We are in one home in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. There is a folding chair 
with a laptop and a basketball on 




School overall... It's good. I could do better but... 
Well, I'm not even going to sit here and say I could 
do better because I came a long way. I did alright in 
my freshman year. Sophomore year, that's when I kind 
of started falling off and I ended up dropping out of 
school. I was going to do this youth program, but then 
I was like, "No, I'm going to do school, graduate, da 
da da." So, I had went to the Board of Education to go 
get enrolled, and that's when I got enrolled last 
minute and I'm in school and I'm good now. I gotta do 
credit recovery, summer school, but at the end of this 
semester, I should be up to where I'm supposed to be. 
So I should be able to graduate next year. 
(Beat) 
It’s so crazy because I was out the whole summer 
because I dropped out last minute. Not last minute, 
but towards the end of the school year. I was just 
gonna stop going to school. I had went to court and 
they asked me did I want to un-enroll myself and I 
said, "Yeah."  
(Beat) 
I went to court because of me cutting class. I would 
do my classes and then the last class, I didn't like 
the last class so I would leave and go home. And 
eventually that added up, so... I mean, I didn't feel 
no way about court because I knew what I was doing. I 
knew I wasn't just doing it for no reason. So I told 
them everything. I told them why I wasn't going to 
school. I didn't want to be bothered. I didn't want to 
go. And they just made it seem like it was personal 
reasons. No, I'm not suicidal or anything, I just 
don't want to go. They tried to make it seem like I 
wouldn't go because I was being abused, or I was 




(MYNIA enters stage left.) 
MYNIA 
(Imitating court official) 
"Is anything going on at home? Are you feeling 
suicidal?" 
(Exits stage left.) 
EUPHORIA 
No, I would never feel like that. It's just, I feel 
that school is not for everybody and school is not for 
me. So, I would leave. 
(Beat) 
Sometimes on certain days it would be different 
classes, but for the most part, it was English. I 
didn't like the teacher and I didn't like the people 
there, and I didn't want to be bothered. The teacher 
was the coach of the basketball team, and I was trying 
to get on the basketball team, and I would really try 
hard for that. Then, I had to take my physical or 
whatever. And I was asking him, could he give me the 
papers for the physical stuff, and then he just tried 
to make it seem like I wasn't going to make the team 
or something. He always doubted me. So then I was just 
like "Man, I don't care about this class." I don't 
like that shit, I don't like it. And I just wouldn't 
want to be bothered with his class. And when we used 
to learn stuff, we would not learn nothing new, we 
kept doing the same thing repeatedly. We wouldn't get 
no help. I mean, I can learn stuff, but you gotta 
teach it to me and talk to me about it so I could get 
it. I'm not stupid or whatever, I just need a little 
help. Like a little push. And they wouldn't never try 
to... They would all make it seem like you got to do 
everything independently and stuff. Y'all supposed to 
help us, y'all are teachers. That's y'all job. Not 
help us like give us answers, but help us mentally so 
we can learn what we doing. You can’t slap a piece of 
paper and think that we're just going to do it.  
(Beat) 
As I got older, I was just like, what am I here for? 
School's not for me. Period. But I just got to do what 
I got to do so I can graduate. I was like, everybody 
can't give stuff to me. Everything's not handed out. 
And I wanted to make my mom... She made it seem like 
she was happy... that she didn't care about me 
dropping out. But I knew that she was upset and she 
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wanted me to go and finish and be smart and stuff. So, 
I went back. Mostly because of her. Not because of 
her, but in thought of her and just to finish and 
hurry up and graduate and get my diploma. So she could 
see me walk across the stage or whatever. So yeah. My 
mom, she works all the time and stuff. So, I’ll see 
her when she be home in the afternoons, but she gotta 
sleep then. So, I would see her but we wouldn't talk 
like that. We talk when she be at work and stuff. But, 
whenever she got home, I would tell her that I did my 
work and she just... Our bond got better because of me 
going back to school I feel like. She was always 
supportive, even when I told her I wanted to drop out. 
She came with me to court and everything. And when I 
was like, "No, I just want to go back to school," she 
came with me to the Board of Education, and we talked 
to the lady and she enrolled me in Tubman. Because at 
first I was going to go to Carver, but they was 
like... 
(MYNIA enters stage left.) 
MYNIA 
(Imitating BOE Employee) 
“Oh, you have no credits... Well, you do have credits, 
but not enough credits to go back to a public school, 
so you have to go to an alternative school and get 
your credits up.” 
(Exits stage left.) 
EUPHORIA 
I didn't care about it being no alternative school. I 
just wanted to do whatever I could to get back right. 







(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with  a mixing bowl, and 
seasonings, and a laptop on top. 
In the second home, there is a 
made bed with a cellphone and 
clothes on it and a night table. 
In the third home, there is a 
folding chair with a laptop and a 
basketball on the floor. In the 
fourth home, there is a sofa with 
a cellphone on it and a lamp on 
top of an end table. JASMYNE 
stands downstage center.) 
JASMYNE 
(To audience) 
I always tried to blame the way I acted on my 
situation with my whole adoption thing and my father 
dying and stuff like that. Or the person I call my 
dad, all the women that he was with after my mother… 
But because they didn't believe that I was telling the 
truth, I'm just like, "Whatever." At some point, I got 
to take ownership in what I'm doing. I would never 
bring up my adoption to them though. After I had found 
out and my mom had that talk with me about what 
happened, I never really tried to bring it up because 
I wasn't sure if that was a sensitive topic for them. 
So, my dad just assumed that it was always only that. 
He didn't really believe when I told him it was the 
different women he was with, too. I mean, they were 
nice. It's not like I didn't like them. But it was the 
fact that me and him were cool. I was always with him, 
always up under him. And when he started dating again, 
he had moved out. I didn't like that because I felt 
like that was taking attention away from me. So that's 
why I kind of showed out sometimes. That way, I have 
some type of attention from him, especially because he 
didn't live with us no more. But they were like...  
(MYNIA and TRINITY enter stage right) 
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MYNIA AND TRINITY 
(To JASMYNE) 




And I was like, "At that moment, yes, it was."  
(MYNIA and TRINITY throw their hands up 
in the air and exit stage right.) 
JASMYNE 
But I got older, I'm like, that's mad stupid to me now 
because I didn't have to sit here and do all those 
things. I could've made accomplishments in school and 
got some attention. But even still, now when I do end 
up doing something good, it gets attention for like 
two minutes and then it's like it never happened. I 
finally had a talk with my dad yesterday about stuff 
that bothers me between me and him. I'm glad we got to 
talk about it because I don't like to talk about my 
feelings with family. But friends, I'll tell them 
everything. So, I mean, it kind of felt good to talk 
about it. I wrote it in a letter, a poem, and let him 
read it. And we talked about it afterwards. I guess 
that means I’m growing. 




I'd tell myself I should have just went to school for 
those first two years instead of just wanting to be 
this person and just not go to school and not care 
about nothing. I should have put my priorities first 
instead of wanting to be something I wasn't… This 
dropout, someone who don't care about school, who just 
want to smoke everyday and be with their friends. 




I would tell myself just get your work done. Just get 
your work done, stay focused, and what else did I say? 
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Yeah, it's just mainly just get your work done because 
once you get to your last year of high school and you 
realize you ain't really do nothing, all of them 
classes build up, it just be like, dang, I had all of 
this time and now I'm in my last year, now I got to 
rush everything. 




Just encourage myself to finish this last year. I had 
to do what I had to do to get here, so that's all I'm 
going to be worried about. 
DESTINY 
(To audience) 
I would tell myself that I really didn't need to be 
fighting anybody over the stupid stuff that came out 
they mouth because stupid stuff is going to come out 
of people's mouths all the time. So, it was no need to 
put myself in situations where I possibly could have 
got locked up over a few words... It's always a few 







(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with a cell phone magazines on 
top. In the second home, there is 
a made bed with a game controller, 
and a laptop on it and a night 
table with a glass of juice on it. 
In the third home, there is a 
folding chair with a laptop 
resting on the floor. In the 
fourth home, there is a sofa with 
a laundry basket of clean clothes 
on it and a lamp and cell phone on 
top of an end table. MYNIA, 
EUPHORIA, JASMYNE, and TRINITY 
sitting in each of the four 
homes.) 
MYNIA 
My dream school? It would be like a good environment, 
everything goes smoothly. Good teachers, good 
students, good energy. Just positive stuff. All that. 
Everything positive. Positive stuff in the hallways, 
on the walls, in front of the building, inside the 
building. The teachers being positive, the principal 
being positive and showing himself more. I mean, 
that's how it kind of was, though. Like when you walk 
in the building, it's pictures, paintings, quotes and 
stuff everywhere.  
JASMYNE AND EUPHORIA 
Colorful! 
JASMYNE 
And like she said, positive energy. No negative 
energy, just leave it at the door, leave it wherever 
you came from. 
TRINITY 





And tables where it could fit three to four people. 
JASMYNE 
Yeah, I feel like when you sit by yourself, that's 
when you for real, for real get tired. We had tables 
where it fit like three to four people in this one 
classroom, and it was fun to be sitting next to other 
people. 
MYNIA 
Yeah. Everything gotta be in there. New computers and 
tablets and flowers, sunshines, and rainbows. 
Everything! 
TRINITY 
Everything colorful, and positive attitudes and vibes 
everywhere. I want the people to be nice. 
EUPHORIA 
Everybody with a smile. Nobody better not have no 
frown on they face.  
JASMYNE 
Greetings! Like people just greet you when you walk 
in. 
MYNIA 
I just want everything to be good. 
JASMYNE 
And I want it to be clean and organized.  
EUPHORIA 
Oh! African culture! I want them to teach about 
African culture. And the real, because sometimes the 
stuff they're teaching us in school is not what 
actually happened. I would rather have a more 
realistic approach of knowledge. 
MYNIA 
Actually be able to teach me something new, like 
nothing that I already learned about. 
JASMYNE 
Actual teaching, like lesson plans. But making them 
interesting. You know how they do like role play? 
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Things you can create it, or like actually doing labs 
for science and stuff, you know.  
TRINITY 
And as long as you get all the classes that you 
need... I feel like it don't matter what year you take 
certain classes, just as long as you get all the 
classes that you need to graduate. Students should 
have a choice. 
MYNIA 
They just need to work with college and trade schools 
to prepare students better, have college courses, so 
when you get to college, you'll be prepared, you'll 
get to be treated like you're in college. 
EUPHORIA 
They should do what they do in college where you 
select the schedule that you want to have? So you get 
there when you want to get there, either at 7:00 in 
the morning and you finish at 2:30 or you get there at 
10:00 and you might finish at 4:30, 5:30.  
JASMYNE 
Oh! I want pets! 
TRINITY 
Pets? In the school? 
JASMYNE 
Yeah, like a pet center or something like that. 
EUPHORIA 
Pets do be teaching people responsibility and stuff. 
JASMYNE 
Yeah, so a pet center and students go throughout the 
day and volunteer in there, feed the dogs, play with 
them and you know, whatever other kind of animals. 
EUPHORIA 
Like emotional support animals. 
MYNIA 
Or like a veterinary place! So people who wanna do 




And hands-on life skills. Like how to cook, clean, how 
to pay taxes, how to manage a bank account.  
JASMYNE 
And trips! It can be day trips, overnight trips, 
either one. It could be local or it could be to 
another country... 
MYNIA 
Wait but I'm scared to get on a plane so it's a wrap 
for that. 
JASMYNE 
That’s just because you never been on one before. 
That’s why we need to be taking trips! 
TRINITY 
I wish we had a place like my room at school. Like a 
private space where I could go when I’m upset and 
listen to music and turn on the A/C, and just lay 
there until I'm not mad anymore, or sad, or whatever.  
JASMYNE 
That would be amazing! 
MYNIA 
There would be a couch... music playing, calm music 
though. You could bring your phone in I guess and just 
be. 
EUPHORIA 
And a swing.  
JASMYNE 
A mini fridge with some pudding! And some water. Need 
some water. Can't just be having a bunch of sugar. 
TRINITY 
Some tea! Get some tea in the room. 
MYNIA 
Tea is the best. 
EUPHORIA 




And you know those little rock thingy, sand thingy, it 
would be a mini one. 
MYNIA 
And like the mandala coloring books. 
JASMYNE 
And you can bring a little puppy in there from the pet 
center to help you calm down, because they’ll have 
emotional support animals. 
TRINITY 
Yeah like a whole calm down center with plush chairs 
and stuff like that.  
EUPHORIA 
Oh, it should just be a room where it's chalkboard 
walls, where you just write your feelings or a word 
that explains your feelings, and you got to scribble 
all over it just to get out how you're feeling. 
MYNIA 
What else? Oh! I want good food. A buffet. I need a 
buffet. 
JASMYNE 
Yes ma'am. Crab legs and all. 
EUPHORIA 
And everything got to be good! 
TRINITY 
I would say a snack room too! People don't need to be 
snacking when they get anxious or mad or something 
like that, you just go start gouging on stuff. So it 
should be like a mixture of healthy stuff and 
unhealthy stuff. 
JASMYNE 
And the area that has snacks just stays open the whole 
day. Like a cruise.  
EUPHORIA 
It should have an afterschool program too. 
MYNIA 




There would be a part where you have to do your 
homework, a part where you can play sports or play 
board games. 
JASMYNE 
Or just chill out and relax? 
EUPHORIA 
And sports teams! 
MYNIA 
Yeah. Football and basketball.  
TRINITY 
I think swimming. 
JASMYNE 
I think whatever sports the kids want to do. 
MYNIA 
Or just working out in general. 
JASMYNE 
Yeah a workout room! 
EUPHORIA 
With fun stuff though like trampolines. 
MYNIA 
Yeah, and it could be for gym, before school, if you 
just want to go in and get some energy. 
EUPHORIA 
A music center! A room that has a lot of instruments 
and audio equipment. You can have your own studio time 
and you can make your own music and stuff. It's 
basically a studio, but it has every instrument that 
even exists. 
TRINITY 
So if students want to make songs or they want to 
start a band, they have the equipment to do that. 
JASMYNE 
It could be some mentors there and it could be a free 
program. If student already know how to play, they can 
just get their instruments or whatever they want to 
get, and then go rock with it. But if people don't 
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know how to play the instruments or whatever and they 
need help with something, there's mentors there to 
help them. 
EUPHORIA 
Musicians or something, people who know about music 
and stuff, they can help them out. Not like OD, OD, 
professionals, but people who have the knowledge that 
know about music. 
MYNIA 
And a mentorship program. You can teach little kids 
respect. We could have the students at our school, 
we're like the older mentors for the younger students. 
And we could be like their older... You know like a 
big brother/big sister program or whatever? 
TRINITY 
Yeah, and we can teach kids basic tips to grow up, and 
we're still growing up, so they can grow up with us. 
We can tell them the stuff that we know because we're 
older than them, but we've got to learn from the 
adults too, because we're younger than adults, and 
we're the next generation. 
JASMYNE 
So we gotta mentor the little kids, but the adults 
gotta mentor us. 
EUPHORIA, MYNIA, AND TRINITY 
Yeah! 
MYNIA 




I know right?! 
JASMYNE 







(We are in four homes in Eastpole, 
U.S.A. In the first home, there is 
a small dining table and chairs 
with a laptop and laundry basket 
of clean clothes on top. In the 
second home, there is an unmade 
bed with a pillows and blankets 
and a night table with a cellphone 
on it. In the third home, there is 
a gaming chair, game controller, 
and a laptop resting on the floor. 
In the fourth home, there is a 
sofa with magazines on it, and a 
lamp and cell phone on top of an 
end table. JASMYNE, TRINITY, 
EUPHORIA, and MYNIA stand 
downstage directly in front of 
each of the four homes.) 
EUPHORIA 
(To audience) 
Dear youth. All the trials and tribulations that you 
had to push yourself through. All the times people 
doubted you. Telling you that you’ll never make it 
past the seventh grade. 
TRINITY 
(To audience) 
All this negativity and for what? Because I was brown? 
Because my hair was nappy? Because I was a little 
bigger than everyone else? I ate my lunch faster than 
you guys. That’s because I didn’t care. 
MYNIA 
(To audience) 
I wanted to be me. I was happy. I was brown. I was my 
momma’s chocolate baby. I was proud to wear my afro to 
school, but people didn’t know that. They thought you 
were dirty and unkempt, loud and ghetto, fat and 





But as the product of the future, I’m here to tell you 
that you are more than that. Don’t listen to them 
people. They don’t know you. They don’t know how many 
nights you felt alone in the dark, how many people 
pushed you away.  
EUPHORIA 
But they do know how to judge. 
TRINITY 
They do know how to degrade you for doing something 
you believe is the greatest thing ever known to man.  
MYNIA 
They don’t know, and that’s why you gotta promise me, 
to our future to push through. 
JASMYNE 
To say forget all the doubts, forget all your 
troubles. Just do you. 
ALL 








To Jasmyne. Peace Queen. 
(Walks behind the dining table and 





(Sits on the sofa and begins flipping 























In this chapter, I outline the five major themes that emerged during the participatory 
analysis of participants’ life notes and focus group sessions. Through the presentation of these 
five themes—1) identity development, 2) invisibility, 3) school trauma and failure, 4) 
connectedness, and 5) personal transformation—I unpack participants’ voiced experiences. The 
beginning of the chapter will address the first two research questions: (1) What have Blackgirls 
attending an alternative high school experienced in K-12 urban schools? (2) How do Blackgirls 
express their experiences navigating urban schools through the creation of life notes? The latter 
portion of the chapter will address participants’ prescriptions and recommendations for educators 
through their explorations of immersion, safety, community, voice, and vision for the future, 
therein addressing the last research question: (3) What do Blackgirls want educators to know 
about their experiences in school, the ways in which those experiences have impacted them, and 
how they subsequently reimagine schooling?  
School Experiences (Q1/Q2) 
 When I first conceptualized this study, I envisioned sitting in an empty classroom with 
four to six Blackgirls in an alternative high school, eating lunch together in a circle and sharing 
stories about teachers who didn’t understand them and principals who pushed them out of urban 
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public schools. Due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, however, I was forced to modify and 
restructure the in-person study design to accommodate the district’s remote learning 
requirements, using the online platform Zoom instead. Since I understood the importance of 
building community early on, I was initially concerned about the virtual modification—
particularly because it can be much more challenging to build rapport with people using a digital 
platform as opposed to connecting through in-person interactions. Consequently, I made 
intentional efforts to begin each session with light-hearted energy, care, and openness. In this 
online space, I engaged the participants, Jasmyne, Trinity, Euphoria, and Mynia—pseudonyms 
that they selected themselves—in conversations about their experiences in the urban schools they 
attended between kindergarten and their grades at the time of the study. The guiding questions I 
posed served as conversation starters, which paved the way for their stories to be told in their 
own words and their own ways.  
The participants had already been acquainted with each other to some degree, as they 
were all students in the same alternative high school; I was an outsider, getting to know them and 
supporting them as they unpacked their own stories and each other’s. Despite knowing each 
other previously, however, the participants described themselves as growing both individually 
and collectively during our sessions. They spoke of learning about each other more deeply and 
intentionally than they ever had before, and of discovering who each of them was, along with the 
multiple layers that existed beneath the surface encounters that they had grown accustomed to 
during their time together at school. In this way, we manifested our hush harbor; we formed a 
safe haven, and built community. In her life notes on our very first day, one participant wrote: 
It was calm. Everybody got their word out. Everybody was heard. We traded a lot of 
stories—personal things that happened to us. We talked about the school system, 
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teachers, principals… you know, stuff like that. The bond between the [five] of us is 
starting, and there’s trust and understanding. That’s beneficial towards me because they 
came with positive energy, respect, open ears. 
We helped ensure this supportive atmosphere by establishing community agreements from the 
very beginning, which included respecting what each person is saying; being open to sharing our 
own stories, thoughts, knowledge, and opinions; responding to each other openly, honestly, and 
thoughtfully; being okay with having challenging conversations; and being okay with not 
participating in conversations if something feels like it is too much for us. These agreements 
helped us make this space into a hush harbor, which was definitely critical to the authenticity of 
the study. Further, it allowed participants to see each other in a different light and to establish a 
bond of care and support for one another as they shared intimate stories—some of which they 
had never shared with anyone previously, and which they insisted they would likely never share 
again.  
As participants continued through the process of unpacking their lived experiences, their 
relationships with one another became stronger. The more they shared, the more they realized 
how much they had never known about each other, and the closer we all grew. As they told story 
after story, the girls dug deeper into more difficult topics for them to confront, like abandonment, 
loss, abuse, and insecurities around identity, with each one giving the others permission to be 
more open and free. We laughed together and cried together, and captured many of those 
thoughts, emotions, and stories in the final 30 minutes of each session in the form of life notes. 
Participants wrote letters, stories, reflections, and poems in their online journals. They wrote 
about who they were and who they were not. They wrote of times when they felt invisible, and 
times when they felt seen and heard. They wrote about their traumas, setbacks, and comebacks. 
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They wrote about how they had changed over the years, how they still hoped to change, and how 
they were working and yearning to heal.  
With their life notes as primary artifacts, we captured the stories that surfaced within our 
virtual hush harbor, seeing the ways in which these four Blackgirls made sense of how their 
experiences had shaped who they were, who they were becoming every day, and how they were 
journeying through their individual and collective healing and recovery. Thus, as they unpack 
each of the five themes—1) identity development, 2) invisibility, 3) school trauma and failure, 4) 
connectedness, and 5) personal transformation—the following sections provide a landscape of 
Jasmyne, Trinity, Euphoria, and Mynia’s lived experiences in K-12 urban schools, and the 
intersections of those experiences with their personal lives. 
Identity Development: Being Black, Being Girl, Being Me 
 The first theme, identity, surfaced consistently throughout focus group sessions and 
within participants’ life notes. It was also deeply intertwined with the other major themes in this 
study because participants’ identities impacted the ways they engaged with others, how they 
received and transmitted messages, and how meanings were made for them. The particular 
aspects of identity that we most often (re)visited were race, gender, culture, language, sexuality, 
class, religion, and the intersections of these.  
Race, Ethnicity, and Culture. Because racial, ethnic, and cultural identities are 
experienced and internalized with fluidity from person to person (Reed & Evans, 2008), and 
because the Black American identity is shaped by the intersections of social, economic, and 
political identities (Ashforth & Mael, 1989), the participants of this study unpacked their race, 
ethnicity, and culture by analyzing the influence of hegemonic structures in the U.S. All four of 
the study participants identified racially as Black—with three identifying ethnically as African-
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American and one identifying ethnically as “mixed with a whole bunch of things.” Later, she 
expanded on her biracial ethnicity through a detailed account of her white-identifying, sub-
Saharan African grandmother telling her that she’s from “the white people in Africa,” a white 
and Black mother, and an African-American father.  
 




Age Grade Race/Ethnicity Gender Identity 
Jasmyne 17 11 Black/Biracial (Black/African-American and White/Sub-Saharan African) Female 
Trinity 17 11 Black/African-American Female 
Euphoria 17 11 Black/African-American Female 
Mynia 18 12 Black/African-American Female 
Table 5.1 Participant Profiles. Classifies participants by age, grade, race/ethnicity, and gender. 
 
Despite her biracial identity, Jasmyne most commonly described herself as Black and 
African-American during our focus group sessions and in her life notes, many times separating 
herself and her experiences from whiteness. One example of this occurred during a conversation 
about white supremacy and negative stereotypes, when she remarked, “As African Americans, 
we gotta step up and show them that we’re not those things.” The “them” she was referring to 
here was white people. In that same conversation, she expressed disappointment in how some 
people idolize whiteness, stating, “It pisses me off when they’re like ‘Oh, I want to be white.’ I 
don't be saying ‘I want to be white.’ Part of my family is white, but they’re not them white 
people that think that they’re higher. They act just like regular people.” Here, Jasmyne noted that 
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although she has relatives who are white—and despite her own biracial identity, which includes 
whiteness—white is not an identity that she claims. Thus, when referring to her race and 
ethnicity, Jasmyne emphasized her blackness and her biracialism, which, while it encompassed 
whiteness, she did not see as equal to her Black identity. This reflects the enduring prevalence of 
the historical one drop rule born in the South, which claimed that anyone with any known trace 
of Black blood was considered Black in an effort to justify the enslavement of growing numbers 
of white-appearing slaves and ensure that the biracial children of enslaved mothers were 
classified as Black and remained slaves (Khanna, 2010). It also emphasizes the reality that racial 
identity is influenced by a host of factors including, but not limited to, racial appearance 
(Khanna, 2004), cultural exposure (Khanna, 2004; Stephan, 1992), family and peer socialization 
(Rockquemore et al., 2006), and regionality (Brunsma, 2006). 
 Jasmyne’s biracial identity was further complicated at the intersections of race and 
language; once, another participant referred to her as “a white girl in a Black person’s body,” 
suggesting that while “code switching” (Delpit, 2006), or the ability to situationally navigate 
among two or more discourses and behaviors, is common amongst African-Americans, her 
biracial identity caused her to speak “proper ghetto,” by saying “ghetto stuff in the most proper 
way ever.” In this way, the participant suggested that Jasmyne did not always follow the standard 
rules of African-American English (AAE), but instead had a tendency to merge her bicultural 
identity with AAE when speaking. This conversation led to broader ones about AAE, which 
participants referred to as the language that “Black people have,” and particularly about when 
AAE is appropriate to use, when it is necessary to “tone down,” and when it is best to “code 
switch.” All four participants agreed that AAE was not always an appropriate linguistic option, 
 
 181 
despite it being their primary and indigenous language, and that code switching was a necessary 
skill for Black people to master so they are not perceived as “too ghetto.”  
This intricate dance of assessing and navigating the levels of “too much” and “not 
enough” Blackness, sheds light on the nuanced ways that Blackgirls enact and perform their 
identities. Their abilities to code switch highlight the fluidity and complexity of Blackgirls’ 
literacies, as they cross modalities and registers as a means of survival (Haddix et al., 2016). 
Further, it speaks to the messages that Blackgirls who are fluent in AAE receive in schools about 
language; about what is proper and good, or improper and bad. The girls had all been made to 
understand in school that AAE was simply incorrect English, and that “proper” English was 
“how white people talked,” indicating that educators in their Eurocentric-normed, urban schools 
underappreciated the nuances and intricacies of their language, and tried to strip them of it as a 
means of assimilation into more appropriate white linguistic practices. Participants, however, 
performed their Blackness, and held onto their language as a means of resistance and homage to 
their culture.  
 In their shared racial and cultural identity, participants reflected fondly on their 
Blackness, and all agreed that Black people “bring pizzazz to everything.” One participant stated, 
“You know we’re going to make everything lit. I’m seasoning my plate.” This notion of 
“seasoning” stems from culinary traditions in the African-American community relating to soul 
food, which has origins in slavery, when enslaved Black people were limited to eating the food 
scraps and animal parts that their white enslavers did not care to eat. To make the undesirable 
food taste better, enslaved African-Americans would creatively turn to seasonings and traditional 
cooking methods, which drastically improved their meals. “Seasoning,” therefore, is a cultural 
staple and a form of Black resistance and survival with strong historic ties to Black American 
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ancestry. This element of Black culture was one that all of the participants proudly shared, 
particularly when they referred to the meals that they had cooked and/or simply enjoyed, which 
included catfish and grits, fried chicken, macaroni and cheese, and short ribs of beef, among 
others.  
 Another component of their Black racial identities that came up frequently in focus group 
conversations was specific to the 2020 murders of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and Breonna 
Taylor, and subsequent Black Lives Matter protests that erupted across the nation. The 
participants felt that, as Black people, they were constantly being judged and stereotyped and 
mistreated by white people in their schools, and in America as a whole. They expressed immense 
frustration with anti-Black racism and the failure of white people to acknowledge the countless 
contributions of Black people to American society. One participant stated: 
I think they should give us a chance, because…Caucasian people in general, they have 
this direct thought that we’re ghetto, we’re robbers, we’re thieves. We’re dirty, we’re 
Black, we’re all this negativity and stuff, but it’s a lot of amazing African-American 
people… They don’t give them facts about what Black people did… They don’t tell us 
none of that. They lie to us. They fabricate stuff. They make it seem like, oh, we’re the 
enemy… Nah, it’s not like that. You’re never supposed to judge a person just because of 
how they look or what they’re wearing or what color their skin is. I hate that. I hate racist 
people. 
Their frustrations with stereotyping, historical whitewashing, police brutality, and the 
multiplicity of ways that systemic racism surfaces in America were also manifested in action, as 
participants shared their experiences attending Black Lives Matter protests. As one girl noted: 
 
 183 
I went to that rally. I went and seen everything. I went to see People of Color [marching], 
talk to the police… Calm and peaceful. They think that we want to just fight and break 
things and steal shit. Nah, we don’t want that; we want peace. We’ve been going through 
this shit for years. For years… We are people, too. We are humans. You can’t do that.  
This sparked dialogue about participants’ former beliefs that we were living in a post-racial 
society—a dominant narrative commonly pushed by those in favor of “colorblindness” (Bonilla-
Silva, 2006), which is an idea that had been constantly perpetuated in participants’ schools. They 
had believed that racial prejudice and discrimination had ended at some point in this country, but 
only managed to resurface in the Trump era. The girls often referenced the historical nature of 
the fight Black folks in America have been undertaking for centuries, depicting a multi-
generational fatigue that transcended their present-day experiences. Their demands for peace and 
humanization stood on ancestral shoulders and resounded in the deep, hollowed cracks of tightly 
packed slave ships filled to the brim with chained Black bodies, but minds desperately holding 
onto their freedom. In their Black identities, they carry both the struggle and the fight. 
Gender. All four participants identified as female, and spoke at great lengths about the 
intersections of their racial and gender identities, as well as their gender and sexual identities and 
orientations. Discussing the intersection of being both Black and female, participants described 
feelings of pride and honor, but also of fear and sadness. When capturing their experiences, they 
spoke of feeling powerful, but also disrespected, mistrusted, and belittled. The complexity of 
Blackwomen and girls’ racial and gender identities is evidenced in both the double 
marginalization and power that exists in the heart of embracing that dichotomy. In her life notes, 
one participant wrote: 
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It’s a scary sight for the black community we need to speak up and speak out/Im proud to 
be a black woman but the results are petrifying it brings tears to my eyes and keeps me up 
at night/Women are disrespected all together and to be black on top of that it’s a 
shame/That’s why i tell myself I have to be sane I can’t hold back my truth because how 
will anyone ever know. 
This powerful snippet sheds light on the participant’s feelings of fear about what will happen to 
her as a Blackwoman in today’s society, but also on her sense of responsibility to use her voice 
and tell her truth. The sentiment of “truth telling” was especially important in our sessions, as the 
participants and I created a safe space where truth was encouraged, welcomed, and never 
questioned. It was also important because Blackgirls are often silenced and invisibilized; thus, 
being vocal about their experiences was a form of resistance to their double marginalization. In 
another life note entry, a different participant wrote: 
I think this is a great opportunity for me to explain myself from my point of view, things 
I had to experience growing up, a girl, a little black girl with the nappy hair… everybody 
just had their own opinion of me, that i was dumb, ghetto, good for nothing, but I’m 
better than that… this is my time to shine and grow and learn with new people and meet 
new faces, a new bond, a new love, people like me who understand… i cant wait to grow 
with you. 
While the marginalization stems from external sources, the power of Blackwomen and girls 
comes from within the individual, and is strengthened within a collective. A participant captured 
this in a life note, writing: 
My group is what will build me to be the Powerful, Successful Beautiful black woman 
that I need to be, to build a legacy and be able to stand on my own two feet/Because 
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someday I will come back and give to my community and take care of its needs so they 
will see what we can and will be. #BLACKLIVESMATTER 
#BEAUTIFULBLACKWOMEN. 
In these two snippets, where the first participant emphasizes her desire to bond with people like 
her and the second her need to turn to “her group,” the girls suggest that by surrounding 
themselves with other Blackwomen and girls, they will grow into powerful and successful 
Blackwomen themselves. This speaks to the nature of Blackwomen and girls’ collectives, where 
sisterhoods of support, accountability, and growth are forged—a central element of community 
sustained by care in “the struggle for strength, wholeness, and inclusion” that is emphasized in 
endarked feminist epistemology (Dillard, 2018, p. 6). One metaphorical example of this is the 
kitchen table (Haddix et al., 2016), which “represents physically and symbolically an inclusive 
space for Black girls and women to come together, to be seen, to be heard, and to just be,” and 
which historically was a place where Blackwomen “bared their souls and received healing and 
affirmation in the company of their sisters” (p. 381-382). Other examples of these collectives 
include homegirl interventions, or “Black girl callouts” (Cooper, 2018), Critical Conversation 
Spaces (Carter Andrews et al., 2019), and sister circles (Gaston et al., 2007; Neal-Barnett et al., 
2011), in which Blackwomen provide support, build community, and actively work to keep those 
in their circle on track and progressing toward individual and collective goals in culturally 
responsive, intersectional spaces. 
Also important to note from the above excerpts is that the legacy the second participant 
refers to building does not only propose supporting other Blackwomen and girls; rather, she 
speaks to the need to take care of the Black community as a whole. This is a commitment that 
Blackwomen commonly share, and is also an emphasized component of EFE, which recognizes 
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how “self-definition forms one’s participation and responsibility to one’s community” (Dillard, 
2018, p. 6). In this way, despite the fact that participants felt neglected in many ways by their 
community, Black men and boys, and society as a whole, they still expressed a deep desire to 
uplift, support, and care for them. This reflects participants’ internalizations of societal 
expectations of how Blackwomen and girls are supposed to treat the Black community, Black 
men and boys, and society as a whole, despite feeling invisible and unworthy (Carter Andrews et 
al., 2019) 
Another aspect of Blackgirl identity that surfaced repeatedly was that of physical 
attributes and body image. In particular, participants reflected at length on how they saw 
themselves, comparing those self-concepts to the messages that they had received from others. In 
a letter to her younger self, one participant wrote: 
if i could say something to the old you i would say this, don’t let those words hurt you 
your [sic] better than that, your [sic] more than what others picture you out to be, your 
[sic] beautiful… no matter how big you are how nappy your head is, how dark you are 
you don’t have to explain yourself to nobody just be you… your [sic] a star & your [sic] 
gonna be something big one day and everybody who doubted you gonna be sad as hell 
when they see you living & winnin your [sic] a queen peace out little me  
In this letter, the participant reflected on the many negative messages she had received about the 
texture of her hair, her complexion, and her body type. Although these weighed on her, she still 
found ways to self-motivate, encouraging herself to enact self-love and strive for success. While 
they highlighted the hurtful things that people said to them about being Blackgirls, participants 
also found ways to reclaim their identities and push back against harmful messages, using that 
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negativity as fuel for their success against all odds, their own self-concepts as dominant 
narratives, and their confidence as a form of resistance. 
The notion of confidence, however, was very convoluted when it came to unpacking 
Blackgirls’ identities. Similar to aspects of Blackness, lines of “too much” and “not enough” 
confidence were difficult for participants to measure, and complicated how they were read and 
misread. This was a struggle that they each faced, and in our hush harbor, as a community, we 
were able to unpack these together, so participants could see that they were not alone in their 
thoughts and struggles, deepening their sense of connectedness with one another. They expressed 
being struck by the topic of how they felt about themselves, hearing from each other about their 
similarities and differences, and further examining the ways in which they can change and 
improve how they see themselves as young Blackwomen. 
Socioeconomic status. The participants all lived in a predominantly Black and Latinx 
low-income urban city in the Northeast, referred to in the ethnodrama by the pseudonym of 
Eastpole, U.S.A. In Eastpole, 27 percent of the population lives in poverty; the median 
household income in 2019 was $41,360, which is nearly $30,000 less than the median household 
income in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau). This is particularly important to note because 
of the systemic issues that intersect with race and income in many of these segregated 
communities including increased levels of unemployment and transiency; decreased levels of 
legitimate employment and economic opportunity; poor housing conditions; targeted 
criminalization and subsequent mass incarceration and disproportionately harsh sentencing, and 
racial and community trauma and emotional distress with a lack of access to adequate services 
(Alexander, 2010; Chen et al., 2016; Cross et al., 2018; Dumas, 2014; Dutil, 2020; McMahon et 
al., 2013). These systemic factors play a significant role in increased community violence that 
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often ensues in these areas, yet are commonly overshadowed by media portrayals of these 
communities as violent and crime-ridden. These dangerous, single-stories (Adichie, 2009) 
essentialize Black communities in underresourced areas shifting the focus from systemic, 
economics issues and conflating them as racial. Thus, urbanicity—“the impact of living in urban 
areas at a given time” (Vlahov & Galea, 2002, p. S5)—and associated community traumas in the 
forms of racism, poverty, and violence manifested in relation to participants’ racial identities, 
which added layers of complexity to their Black American struggle and fight. During one 
session, a participant mentioned that seven people in the girls’ neighborhood had been shot that 
week alone, a reality that took a significant toll on participants’ mental and emotional states. It 
added further layers to their frustration, fear, and pain, but also bolstered their deep desire to 
“make it” and survive.  
The emotions that accompany local neighborhood shootings are different from those that 
come from watching news stories about them from the safety of one’s living room miles away. 
These shootings took place on their streets where participants walk and roam, where they ride 
their bicycles and hang out on their front stoops. The victims are their friends, family, and 
community members. They hear the gunshots when they go to bed at night; the bangs keep them 
from their slumber. They have lost many. They have even been shot at. Euphoria reflected: 
I remember this one time I was like 14, 13. I was walking with my friend… a couple 
months after he had got shot. We was walking down the street, you know, in the hood. 
And I guess the people that he was beefing with, they saw us. So, they went around the 
block, and they started shooting at us. It was like I couldn’t move. I was in a state of 
shock, and your whole life flash by your eyes. I went into a panic attack. We had ran 
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home… and the next day I didn’t want to go outside. I didn’t want to go to school. I had 
myself isolated… I almost lost my life. 
Even in their early teenage years, a time when many other children are enjoying a carefree 
adolescence, these Blackgirls were dodging bullets, resisting racial and gender oppression, and 
fighting for their survival.  
While all of the participants lived in the same low-income urban city, they varied in terms 
of socioeconomic status, which in turn impacted how they experienced the world. One 
participant who was raised by her single mother reflected on having to watch her mom struggle 
her whole life, which led to her having to help out with her younger siblings once she was old 
enough. Because of this significant level of responsibility placed on her, she had to forfeit 
common teenage experiences like hanging out with friends. She reflected: 
I just feel like my teenage years were taken away from me, because now I’m about to be 
18, so I have to get a job to start learning how to provide for myself. I’m going to have to 
learn how to take care of my money the correct way, so I can get my own apartment. It’s 
like I have no time to be a teenager now; it’s just over with.  
The participant’s experience of having to sacrifice her teenage years to care for her younger 
siblings while her mother worked speaks to the troubling realities that many low-income families 
face when trying to sustain a household while raising children. The cognitive dissonance that she 
expressed—hating to watch her mom struggle, while also yearning for the teenage experience 
her friends were able to have—illustrates the complex existences of Blackgirls from low-income 
families who have to take on maternal roles for their siblings. This girl’s mention of learning 
how to “take care of [her] money the correct way” also speaks to the lack of information on 
money management that often plagues low-income areas, keeping people from upward mobility. 
 
 190 
Coupled with restrictive policies undergirded by racial and gender discrimination that prevent 
livable minimum-wage earnings and promote inequitable pay—for example, residential 
segregation, inaccessibility of higher education, overpriced foods, and inadequate community 
resources—this makes it increasingly difficult for low-income communities to thrive financially. 
Later on, these concepts are revisited in a discussion of how participants unpacked their 
curricular needs, and how their families’ financial statuses informed them. 
Another participant continuously referred to herself as a “privileged kid,” but prided 
herself on the fact that she and her family don’t “act high class and privileged” or “bougie.” This 
highlights the economic diversity that exists within low-income areas; and while financial 
stability does lessen the burden of economic hardship, it does not exclude people in low-income 
communities from the realities of urbanicity. Because her family’s socioeconomic status (SES) 
was often higher than that of the majority of her peers at school, the participant explained that 
she was often able to help her friends and classmates financially, which she enjoyed. As she 
stated once, “If I have it, I’ll give it to somebody. I’ll never be stingy or selfish.”  
This commitment to sharing surfaced repeatedly. In fact, although they varied 
economically, the participants were all in agreement about the importance of being givers. They 
didn’t limit this definition to finances, however. One girl commented, “I hate stingy people. If 
you my friend and you got money… Not even if you got money. If you’re my friend and you 
getting money in a positive way, put me on! Don’t be stingy.” Here, participants agreed that, 
when someone finds a way to improve their financial circumstances, it is important for that 
person to “put others on” by sharing that information to help others achieve financial growth as 
well. In this way, the act of giving is not just about receiving something tangible, but also about 
gaining opportunities and information, which can greatly impact one’s current and future 
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economic status. This sense of collective responsibility and cooperative economics was prevalent 
in participants’ economic and cultural identities. 
Sexuality. When it came to sexual identity and orientation, participants identified as 
“straight,” bisexual/“bi-curious,” and lesbian. Some described their experiences of “coming out” 
or being “openly gay,” while others initially felt less comfortable disclosing their sexual identity 
to the whole group, and instead wanted to share thoughts with me one-on-one in breakout rooms 
during semi-structured individual follow-up interviews. During focus groups, participants 
reflected on the intersections of their racial, gender, religious, and sexual identities. On the 
intersections of race and sexuality, a girl who identifies as a lesbian offered: 
Being black and being gay, that’s a struggle. Being gay’s a struggle alone, but on top of 
that, being Black, they already look at you as like a disappointment, and then on top of 
that, your sexuality. 
This multiple marginalization that participants described was broadened when they layered on 
other aspects of their intersectional identities. One example of this is ageism, which manifested 
in instances where people would remark that LGBTQ+ participants were too young to know 
what they really wanted, because they hadn’t even grown up yet. Another example is religious 
condemnation. One participant, who identified as a Black, Christian, lesbian girl, provided an 
example of how she experienced intersectionality with her sexual and religious identities, stating: 
I never was girly; I knew I was going to be gay. People used to make fun of me. When I 
was walking to the church with my grandma, some lady was like, ‘Why are you walking 
with that bulldagger?’ Bulldagger, that means like a dyke, like a gay girl. So, people used 
to judge me because I was gay and make it seem like, oh, that’s not right. You’re doing 
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something wrong. You’re going to hell. You’re sinning… People used to deadass 
antagonize me for who I wanted to be.  
Her identity as a Christian added a layer of complexity, particularly during encounters with 
religious naysayers. Through accounts like is, participants expressed both an external and 
internal struggle in occupying their sexual identities publicly—particularly if their identity 
conflicted with dominant religious narratives of how “God intended things to be.” At the same 
time, however, participants’ spirituality gave them a sense of peace, acceptance, and comfort in 
who they were, as they felt that it was God who had made them this way. One participant added: 
People have their own assumptions. People always talking about some, ‘Oh, you’re 
sinning.’ Everything you do is a sin. Everything you do. You got tats. You have kids. We 
live in the world of sin. If I’m sinning, that’s none of your business. I go to church. I pray 
to God. He accept me. 
By maintaining their spiritual connections with God, these girls felt encouraged to accept 
themselves, despite the lack of acceptance they felt from many outsiders. This, however, did not 
come easy and was not finite.  
The emotional fatigue and mental discord these participants described when discussing 
their experiences of multiple marginalization emphasized the heavy toll people’s judgment and 
their own internal conflicts took on them. One recalled: 
That really messed me up, too. People didn’t want to fuck with me… I would say that 
took a toll on me, too. I felt like people didn’t accept me and shit like that. And then I had 
thoughts. You know how you have like angry thoughts in your head like, ‘Oh my God, 
you’re fucking horrible.’ Shit would make me start to deteriorate my own mindset 
because what other people thought about me. 
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The ways in which participants were ostracized due to their sexuality on top of their racial and 
gender identities inspired feelings of self-doubt, anxiety, and depression, and even suicidal 
thoughts. Further complicating their need for effective mental health care is the fact that low-
income areas tend to lack quality health care, particularly in the field of mental health—a field 
where, unfortunately, people in Black communities are already often reluctant to seek care due to 
cultural mistrust (Whaley, 2001). The girls also commented that the lack of openly LGBTQ+ 
Blackwomen educators in their K-12 urban schools made it increasingly difficult for them to 
navigate their sexual identities in school, and to seek out support there. 
At the same time, the weight that these girls carried from a lack of the adult 
representation that they needed and desired inspired them to support and encourage themselves 
and other LBGTQ+ youth who might still be struggling with their sexuality. The words of 
wisdom participants offered stemmed from their personal growth along their journeys of 
“coming out” and being “openly” gay. One girl reflected on her evolution, revealing: 
As I got older, I understood that words… Anybody could say something to you. You 
need to know how to handle it. You got to know how to handle it. And you got to know 
how to leave shit alone. You got to learn how to walk away.  
Participants made it clear that they were still working through the thoughts, emotions, and 
experiences that came with their sexual identities, and found our hush harbor to be a safe space 
to converse about these very sensitive topics. In the community that we built, participants went 
from initially only feeling comfortable sharing their thoughts with me one on one in individual 
breakout rooms, to being able to share with the group boldly, and even finding ways to approach 
these conversations with humor and fun. Because people who identified as LGBTQ+ were not in 
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the minority in our hush harbor, they found it easier over time to be open about their sexual 
identities.  
While I identify as a heterosexual Blackwoman, participants told me that my position as 
an LGBTQ+ ally—who was open to listening and truly hearing them without judgment or 
condemnation and who willingly, intentionally, and explicitly normalizes the diversity of 
sexuality over heteronormativity—made it easier for them to be candid about their sexuality and 
the experiences that came with their sexual identities. At times, the girls even spun questions 
back on me to hear about my sense of identity and self-concept. In those moments, it was 
important for me to be honest and transparent, understanding that if I wanted them to be open 
with me, I also had to be open in return. I made it a point to keep it real, but also concise, 
because I did not want to make the conversations about me and derail the focus from them. The 
students expressed appreciation for my candor, and in this way, our hush harbor was 
strengthened. Participants were able to see me in a humanizing way, as a Blackwoman who is 
imperfect, with struggles and insecurities and fears and doubts, and who has been judged by 
others, and faces inner turmoil and conflict. We were honest. We were bold. We were brave. 
And most importantly, we were who we were. 
Invisibility: The Quiet Kind of Pain 
The second theme, invisibility, surfaced when participants indicated that they wanted to 
“talk about stuff that [they] went through in life period, like in general.” Staying true to the 
participatory nature of the study, we did not hesitate to dive into those personal experiences. 
These stories of life outside of the school building were critical to our conversations about 
schooling because these events significantly impacted the ways in which participants engaged 
with school. The girls spoke in particularly great lengths about struggle and pain that they 
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endured in various capacities; a common trend amongst the group was that their battles and grief 
often played out in silence, behind closed doors, and invisible, without the adults at school ever 
knowing about it. Their pain was an especially critical aspect of their lives to explore because it 
influenced the ways in which they showed up at school, as well as the ways that schools showed 
up for them or failed to do so. In other words, participants’ pain shed light on the traumas they 
faced outside of school, which impacted their in-school behaviors and interactions, commonly 
leading to punitive consequences as opposed to therapeutic interventions.  
Because so many educators in their K-12 urban schools failed to dig deeper, beyond the 
surface of their assumptions about who these Blackgirls were, what they were (un)interested in, 
and what they were (in)capable of, they were unable to get to the root of what was happening, 
and therefore unable to truly see them and support them. Many urban educators place blame for 
students’ failures on the students themselves or on factors outside of school, and this section 
serves to shed light on some of those external challenges that educators failed to see, 
consequently, failing their students. Whether seen or unseen, and despite having deserved much 
more support than they were given, the participants showed a great deal of strength and 
resilience. The stories they told highlighted complicated family dynamics, abandonment, loss, 
and abuse, which often impacted their behaviors, attitudes, stress levels, motivation, focus, 
truancy, and overall school life. These represented only a small fraction, though, of what they 
shared. 
One participant, who was the oldest of five children, discussed how life changed for her 
after her premature younger twin siblings were born when she was 12, and she was forced to take 
on more household responsibilities to help the family stay afloat as her mother recovered from a 
C-section. It is not uncommon for children in low-income urban households, particularly 
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Blackgirls, to be tasked with increased household labor and sibling care (Dodson & Dickert, 
2004). As a young girl just learning how to cook, this participant accidentally almost set the 
house on fire when she was attempting to make French fries for herself and her younger siblings. 
She recalled: 
My mom had to jump up, and she popped all of her stitches… and they got infected. She 
had to go back into the hospital, and they had to re-stitch them up… So that was my fault. 
And then she really couldn’t do anything. So, I had to be there. 
This girl was already feeling like she was not getting the attention that she needed at home, and 
once her mother’s condition worsened, despite being only 12 years old, she had to take on even 
more responsibility.  
Because this traumatic incident occurred over summer break, when the participant 
returned to school that fall, the school had not been informed about the stresses and changes that 
had occurred in her life. The girl had suppressed all the guilt, fear, neglect, and exhaustion she 
felt after dealing with her mother’s health issues, the house fire, and her new twin siblings who 
had been in and out of the hospital all summer long; she would frequently fall asleep in class and 
was struggling to keep up academically, but no one at her school understood why. Instead of 
receiving academic and mental health support, the participant was punished with detentions, 
suspensions, and failing grades, and her teachers and administrators assumed that she was simply 
unintelligent and unmotivated (Carter Andrews et al., 2019). It is all too common for the mental 
health and academic needs of Blackgirls to go unnoticed and unaddressed, resulting in decreased 
academic engagement and performance, and strained self-concept and overall well-being (Carter 
Andrews et al., 2019). Stories like this are also a reminder of schools’ hasty punitive reactions to 
Blackgirls’ actions and behaviors, and their lack of empathy and responsiveness to student needs.  
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Another participant unpacked the feelings of separation and abandonment she 
experienced when she learned at six years old that she had been adopted. A woman she believed 
to be her cousin turned out to actually be her biological mother, with whom she would go on to 
have an exceptionally strained and distant relationship. Further, her biological father, who had 
been in prison for murder throughout most of her life, died suddenly only days after being 
released. When reflecting on how her situation affected her, the girl commented: 
When I found out [that I was adopted], it changed my mindset a little bit. It kind of 
messed me up a little bit. I was a good little kid. I wasn’t doing nothing, but I guess when 
I found out… it made me mad… That’s what started getting me upset, and I started 
changing and acting out and getting mad or whatever. 
In retrospect, at the age of 17, the participant was able to identify a change in her behavior upon 
finding out that the life she thought she knew was a lie. As a six-year-old, having to process not 
only being adopted, but also parental drug use, prenatal abuse, and incarceration, was an 
impossible load to bear. It was in these early years that the participant found herself involved in a 
number of physical altercations. Only days after finding out that she was adopted and sharing the 
news with a close friend, the girl got into a fight on her school bus. She explained: 
What really set me off, somebody brung up my adoption. One of the girls who supposed 
to be my friend, she called me a B and was like, ‘At least I have my real mother.’ Yeah. 
On a bus ride home, and I punched her in her throat. It was still fresh to me, but she was 
my friend for a long time, so I trusted her with that. 
While the participant struggled to cope with all the changes and new information she obtained, 
she began to engage in violent behaviors in school, continuing through her middle- and high-
school years. Suspensions and expulsions followed her through school after school, but educators 
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never attempted to learn about the root causes of her behavior; thus, they always sought to 
punish and not support her. While this girl felt comfortable sharing her feelings and experiences 
with close friends and in our focus group sessions, she never disclosed much of anything to 
teachers or administrators—but she wished that they could have seen that she was not okay. 
After this student opened up to the group, other participants felt connections to what she 
had said, and were inspired to share intimate stories about related experiences. One spoke about 
her strained relationship with her absent father, who has been incarcerated since she was four 
years old; by the time he gets out of prison, she will be 25. She recounted, “I grew up without my 
dad, so nobody knew how that makes me feel when I’m alone.” She spoke in more detail about 
how he knows very little about her, which is why, despite him reaching out to her via telephone, 
she prefers not to speak to him, and feels like they “have nothing to talk about.” She expressed 
immense frustration with his consistent patterns of incarceration since she was a little girl, 
describing him as “caring about fast money” due to the nature of his drug offenses. As a young 
entrepreneur herself, creating a legal hustle by designing clothing for her friends and family 
members, the participant was adamant that her father should get a regular job, learn a new trade, 
and make his own money. She described the hurt that she had felt and the tears that she had cried 
over the many years that her father had not been there: 
He has affected me growing up… The title ‘dad’ doesn’t mean anything to me. And I told 
him, ‘I don’t care how you feel. You didn’t care how I felt all these years. Graduations, 
whether I walked or not, you still weren’t even there to congratulate me or anything. You 
missed birthdays… You missed me trying out for basketball for the first time… Me 
getting suspended for the first time. You missed the first of my everything.’ 
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Having to endure years of moments and memories without the presence of her father weighed 
heavily on this girl mentally and emotionally. Yet she never told anyone at school about her 
father being incarcerated, because she felt she “didn’t have a reason to speak on him.” Thus, the 
educators around her never knew about this significant void in her life.  
In addition to the sense of abandonment that she felt from her father’s incarceration, this 
participant had experienced substantial loss in her 17 years. She described her thoughts and 
emotions after the deaths of several close family members over the years—the first occurring 
when she was only 10 years old, when her grandfather, who was like a dad to her and her 
siblings, passed away from complications of lung and bone cancer after being injured during a 
hurricane. Highlighting the significant toll the loss took on her mental and emotional state, the 
girl shared, “When he was here, he was like... I’m not going to say he was the reason why I was 
happy, but he played a big part in it.” The void that she felt led to depressive thoughts, for which 
she had to go to therapy, and to a series of behaviors that led to trouble in school: 
After he passed, I started making really bad decisions. I just stopped thinking. I just did 
what I wanted to do. I wasn’t listening to my mom. And then I just became very angry at 
everybody… I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and it would affect my performance in 
school, and sometimes I’d be daydreaming, but it wasn’t daydreaming, I was thinking 
about him and nobody would understand.  
The participant recalled how much the therapy helped her, and how “everything started to 
look good again,” but shortly after that, she lost her sister tragically in a triple homicide, and 
“just forgot about everything.” This occurred when she was 15 years old, and it was something 
that she still carried and struggled with immensely. She simply could not handle being around a 
lot of people, and her anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts kept her from attending school, 
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which led to her expulsion and enrollment in alternative school. Even then, the girl continued 
battling mental health issues stemming from the tragic losses of her grandfather and sister, 
struggling to bring herself to attend school. As a result, state investigators were alerted, and she 
and her mother had to go to court over her absences. In addition to her truancy, the participant 
reflected on how these deaths impacted her when she was actually in school. She described her 
behavior as excessively playful, which often got her in trouble, explaining: 
I play a lot, and that’s a way for me to calm myself down inside. If I play with people, 
make them laugh, they make me laugh, then that results in me not having an anger 
spasm… When I get mad, I just don’t think; I do, and it results in me getting a lot of 
trouble. Playing gets me in trouble, too, but not as much trouble as… being angry and 
punching stuff. So, when I play, I’d rather get in trouble for that than getting in trouble 
for doing something that could mess up my future. Getting in trouble for playing is 
nothing. I always get in trouble for playing around. 
To keep herself in a positive mental space, this girl often resorted to playfulness in school, and 
was frequently punished for it. At the same time, she never shared any details about the losses 
she had experienced, or what she was going through emotionally, with educators. She believed 
that they would be too used to her playing around to take her seriously, which would cause her 
“to get upset and angry and react in a way they were not used to.” Thus, she found it easier to 
simply keep it to herself. Although she did not think that anyone at school would be able to take 
her seriously if she expressed her losses, the girl was open to us in the hush harbor, and her 
schoolmates who participated in the study showed her love, care, and support. 
Conversations like these helped participants connect the dots to other stories about pain 
and bereavement—one of which came in the form of a participant’s loss of innocence, which 
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was stripped away from her after she was sexually assaulted multiple times. During a focus 
group session that brought the members of our collective hush harbor even closer together, this 
girl unpacked how an older male student had sexually assaulted her during elementary and 
middle school, from fourth through sixth grade. She explained: 
He used to touch me all the time. Like, try to snatch me into corners, and touch up on 
me… He had done it all through summer school, too. Snatch me into a corner, grope me, 
dry hump me, stuff like that.  
This story speaks to the reality that Blackgirls are more likely to be touched, grabbed, or pinched 
in a sexual way than their white and Latinx counterparts (Lipson, 2001). Further, this participant 
recalled that when she tried to tell her principal about what was happening, administrators failed 
to believe her, and swept the abuse under the rug. It is tragically common for people to be less 
likely to believe that Blackgirls are victims of sexual harassment than their white counterparts; 
often, too, they judge them based on their body type. As a Blackgirl whose body had developed 
early, this student often found that people made presumptions about her; she became both 
invisibilized and hypervisibilized, resulting in her attacks going unnoticed and their severity 
being minimized (Carter Andrews et al., 2019). The principal’s dismissive response to the 
participant as she tried to explain what had been happening to her for so long ultimately led her 
to emotionally retreat. In her words, “I just shut down, like I always do, because it was like, what 
much can I really say, because y’all talking about the other times was irrelevant… I was like, 
alright, what much can I do?” Instead of protecting the girl’s physical, mental, and emotional 
safety, the school allowed her assailant to continue riding the bus with her, leaving her with no 
viable form of protection (Evans-Winters, 2017); his behaviors continued until she finally left the 
school in sixth grade.  
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 A few years later, this same participant was sexually assaulted again; this time, much 
more aggressively and traumatically than on the previous occasions. Remembering how she was 
made to feel in the principal’s office on the day she spoke up about her repeated abuse, she opted 
to keep this assault completely to herself. Finally, she decided to tell her family about what had 
happened after one of her assailants stalked her for months. By this time, she was known to 
sneak out of the house and lie to avoid getting into trouble; consequently, she felt her parents did 
not believe that she had actually been gang raped, even though, as she noted, “[There’s] no 
reason to lie about something like that.” Studies show that Blackgirls are sexually assaulted and 
harassed at higher rates than their white counterparts (Smith-Evans et al., 2014), yet their stories 
are often ignored due to negative perceptions of them (Tonnesen, 2013). Only two years after 
experiencing three years of repeated sexual assault in elementary school, this participant was 
assaulted again—and again, nothing happened to her assailants. A lot, however, was happening 
to her. She was losing pieces of herself, and grieving this loss alone, as she revealed: 
I went to counseling before, but I didn’t talk about it. I would just tell them what they 
wanted to hear, so that way I could just finish it. There wasn’t anybody I felt like I could 
open up to about it. 
In our hush harbor, however, this girl opened up.  
Thinking that people at school wouldn’t believe or care about the painful experiences that 
they had endured was a recurring theme of participants’ comments in focus group sessions. One 
shared: 
It be certain teachers that care about what’s going on, and they’ll [be able to] tell you not 
having a good day… But it’s only certain teachers and they’re very little. In [Tubman], 
nobody care about that. But it be like those certain teachers, or they’ll pick certain 
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students that they be like, ‘Oh, it’s all right because I know you going through this or 
that…’ But the next person always going through something worse; they just don’t know. 
When educators do not fully grasp the weight that young people are carrying as they navigate 
academic spaces, it is especially challenging for schools to effectively accommodate students’ 
needs. Thus, unpacking this weight is critical to understanding how students experience school, 
the underlying factors of their behaviors and actions, and what students need from school. 
Further, it adds additional layers of complexity to the ways in which schooling practices, 
environments, and cultures that are not responsive to their identities and needs can retraumatize 
students who have already endured pain, loss, and abuse (Dutil, 2020). 
School Trauma and Failure 
 The third theme, school trauma and failure, came in many forms, ranging from a failure 
to be seen, understood, and supported; to being pushed out through suspensions and expulsions; 
to encountering microaggressions and blatant acts of racial and gender-based violence. While 
holding themselves accountable for the role they played in their own behaviors, participants were 
transparent about the traumatizing ways in which their K-12 experiences in urban public schools 
had played out. The stories that came forth in focus group sessions and in life notes shed light on 
the many ways that schools failed them. Thus, while conversations about school failure 
frequently seek to address students’ inabilities to meet academic standards, in this context school 
failure refers to schools’ inabilities to meet the needs of the students they are obligated to serve. 
 Identity in relation to school trauma. When it came to unpacking participants’ 
identities in the context of their schooling, they revealed that they felt like school was harder for 
Blackgirls. One insisted, “I feel like they be trying to lowkey look down or try to downgrade the 
Black girls. To be honest, I feel like all people be trying to do that… Teachers… Everybody be 
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trying to do that in schools.” Just as they have had to do while navigating the world, these 
students approached schooling through the lens of survival. In addition to being Black and being 
girls, they noted the ways in which their other multifaceted and intersectional identities came as 
an advantage or disadvantage when trying to survive K-12 urban schools. They also juxtaposed 
who they were with whom they believed educators in their schools wanted to them to be based 
on the direct and indirect messages they received. Finally, the girls detailed what they wished 
their K-12 educators would have understood about who they were. Thus, unpacking participants’ 
identities and the ways their identities were manifested and performed was critical to 
understanding their school experiences.  
When it came to messages that they received, overall, participants felt like the educators 
in their K-12 urban schools wanted them to be perfect, asserting that they often used their 
authority as adults and positionality as teachers and principals to project their superiority over 
students. When reflecting on her experiences with a teacher who commonly tried to catch her off 
guard and ask her on-the-spot questions because she did not like to participate in class as her 
teacher wanted, one participant commented: 
I wasn’t bad and I wasn’t annoying… I was one of those students, you know how you be 
talking and then they catch you off guard and then they be like, ‘Oh, answer this 
question…’ And then they thought that I wasn’t going to answer the question, but I really 
be paying attention. And I answered the question right. But like, you look stupid to try to 
prove me looking stupid. 
The girl explained that her teacher wanted her “to talk more and be more active,” as opposed to 
talking to other students. To get her to do this, the teacher would call on her randomly, which the 
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participant believed was intended to embarrass her into increasing her participation. As she went 
on to explain: 
I don’t like talking to adults… Not all adults… I just feel as though, that some of them 
have their authority and they take it in a higher… They use their authority because they 
think that they’re higher than us. They think they can talk to us any type of way, make us 
feel dumb and stuff. 
 The teacher’s tactics, perceived as demeaning, only increased this girl’s distaste for talking to 
some adults, which led to further distrust. Other participants agreed that teachers and principals 
in their schools enacted a superiority complex, particularly when they would brag about the 
degrees they had. They found it particularly ironic that educators in their schools would throw 
their degrees in students’ faces, because their purpose for being in school was to one day achieve 
the same feat of obtaining their diploma and potentially other degrees as well, and the educators 
were tasked with supporting them on their journeys towards these goals. 
 Participants often felt degraded by educators when they wanted to “laugh and play” in 
school. One student—a lighthearted, funny Blackgirl—revealed how in class, she enjoyed sitting 
with her friends, “talking, laughing, and giggling,” upon which her teacher frowned. As someone 
who had been bullied in schools for her complexion, weight, and sexuality, however, engaging 
with her peers in a positive way was important for her, and finding opportunities for her 
personality and sense of humor to shine through helped her make and keep friends. When she 
was put on the spot in this way, the participant not only felt like she was being bullied by her 
teacher, after having endured years of bullying from peers; she also felt like her teacher was 
blocking her from accessing and nurturing the positive relationships that she needed to build with 
her classmates. Peer relationships were an important element of participants’ schooling that 
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school structures and cultures seemed to constantly decenter. The girls expressed that these 
connections were particularly important to them because they changed schools a lot, making it 
difficult for them to make and keep friends, and easy for them to get picked on for being the new 
kid. When making sense of these experiences, one participant asserted, “I’m a kid; I’m going to 
talk to my friends”—a statement that shed light on a shared belief among the group. In school, 
they were not simply seen as kids being kids. Rather, they were treated as kids being controlled. 
 It is common for administrators to devalue the development of positive peer relationships 
and collaboration, while centering compliance and control, in minoritized, low-income urban 
schools, which often perpetuate the idea that Black and Brown students must be controlled and 
directed, and that compliant students are good students. Critical scholars would argue that these 
tactics shape minoritized students into followers instead of leaders, preparing them to be tightly 
regulated, subordinate laborers in an industrial environment (Foucault, 1977). Despite such 
attempts, however, participants often met school cultures and environments that thrived off of 
ordering and controlling them with resistance. One shared, “I used to be very outspoken and they 
didn’t like that; because I say what I feel, and if you don’t like it, then oh well.” Here, the girl 
highlights how teachers preferred for her to go along with what they said, and when she did not, 
she would often get in trouble for voicing her alternative opinion. This construct of girls needing 
to be quiet and acquiescent speaks to the Eurocentric normative constructions of femininity that 
are commonly perpetuated in American schools. When Blackgirls divert from and resist these 
norms as a means of rejecting a doctrine of oppression, invisibility, and mistreatment, 
administrators demonize, dehumanize, and seek to control them (Carter Andrews et al., 2019; 
Morris, 2016). Another participant elaborated on this element of control in her K-12 urban 
school experiences. She reflected: 
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They wanted me to be like this little perfect student because they said I have potential. 
But I’m like, just because I got potential don’t mean I got to sit here like I’m in a damn 
boarding school and be in the front of the class, eyes on the board at all times. Give me a 
break. I still got my work done. I knew what I was doing. I wasn’t one of them stupid 
kids… I could multitask. 
This example speaks to a culture and structure of schooling that conflicted with who participants 
were and what they felt was authentic to them. They were freethinkers and creatives who thrived 
off of collaboration and communion, yet their K-12 urban schools rarely ever provided an 
atmosphere that supported these notions. Instead, their schooling environments required them to 
be silent, sit in the front of the classroom, and look at the board “at all times,” even when their 
desires to do other things while they worked did not hinder their abilities to thrive academically. 
When they did not comply, they would receive harsh, exclusionary discipline—ultimately, a 
counterproductive consequence for students not “paying attention” or “participating” in the ways 
that their teachers wanted, because being removed from class and school prevents them from 
paying attention or participating at all. While academic success was important to all participants, 
generally, they felt that the rules and requirements schools put in place did not correlate with 
their abilities to get their work done, or to do it well.  
The girls each expressed a strong desire to learn, yet they were often displeased with the 
learning structures and environments they encountered, causing them to disconnect, and for most 
of their teachers and school leaders to misread them. They described these encounters in K-12 
urban schools as “toxic,” and at times they found it easier to “check out,” push through, or pass 
the time as best they could. One participant noted, “I just every day focused on going home at 
3:00… I didn’t care. I didn’t really think about it. I just woke up in the morning; it’s 8:00… 3:00, 
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I go home. That’s it.” Another shared, “My perseverance, that’s what kept me going; that’s what 
kept me pushing.” Despite the hardships they faced from their schools’ failures to effectively 
support them, participants displayed a great deal of resilience and grit—they were committed to 
doing what they needed to do in order to graduate and move forward with their lives. 
As the group was reflecting on what they wished educators understood about them, one 
participant stated, “I’m not mean, it’s just my face.” People, she explained, would often classify 
her as mean or assume that she had a bad attitude because of her facial expressions, which were 
far from being an indicator of who she actually was. Another girl wished educators knew “that 
not everybody’s going to have a good day. That you can’t approach everybody in the morning 
with so much energy because they’re not going to have the same.” Most participants simply did 
not identify as “morning people” and often, for various reasons, did not get to sleep until the wee 
hours of the night. When entering their school buildings in the morning, these young people 
admittedly did not always respond well to educators’ energetic greetings. Sometimes, they were 
having a rough day, and sometimes, they were just really tired; they felt, however, like educators 
in their schools did not always get that. These mischaracterizations of Blackgirls’ attitudes speak 
to the racial and gendered discrimination that Blackwomen and girls often face, and the ways in 
which they are not often given the benefit of the doubt (Carter Andrews et al., 2019; Morris, 
2016). 
One final thing that participants wanted educators in K-12 urban schools to understand 
about them was related to their ability to really be seen. As a girl explained: 
I wish [they understood] that even though I did walk around like I was fine, I low-key 
wasn’t. I would just walk around happy and try to make everybody else day, because I 
see people used to come in really upset, or just wasn’t in the mood. But that was my goal.  
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She, and all the other girls in the study, needed the educators they encountered to see them, hear 
them, and understand them and all of the complexities interwoven in their identities. They 
needed to see representation when they looked around the school building, and through the 
reflections of themselves in the educators; they needed to feel validated, and not corrected. They 
needed to hear how powerful and amazing they were, and about how they were survivors and 
overcomers and leaders—always, already. They needed the educators around them to do more 
and know more—beyond the curriculum and beyond the school bell. They needed to be 
visibilized. 
Trauma personified. Participants’ personal traumas were manifested through their 
behaviors in a multitude of ways, and because educators often did not know about the pain at the 
root of their actions, they judged those actions without context. One participant reflected on how 
the troubling experiences in her life influenced the way she acted in high school. While her 
grades were always good, she constantly found herself trying to fit in with other students, 
resulting in a host of behavioral challenges and physical altercations. In addition to fighting, she 
was not afraid to try new things, regardless of whether they were good or bad for her, legal or 
illegal. She explained: 
I used to think smoking weed was the nastiest thing ever. I told myself, I would never do 
it. Till last summer, I smoked for the first time… And from there, I liked it. I started 
doing it because it made me feel like I was unbothered… I did it in school. I was high 
like every day before I went.  
The girl figured, as she told me: “What was the worst that could really happen? I done did 
everything. So, what else can really happen to me?” While initially she was simply trying to fit 
in with her peers at school, her track record of repeatedly getting into trouble desensitized her to 
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the consequences of her actions. As she continued along her journey, outside influences became 
less of a factor, and finding ways of escaping her realities that allowed her to be in a space of 
peace and calm sustained her. In this way, the act of smoking weed was this girl’s coping 
mechanism, because her schools were not equipped to meet her complex needs; eventually, this 
resulted in her being pushed out and into an alternative school. 
A different participant revealed that her traumatic experiences were often manifested 
through a tendency to fall asleep in class, and an inability to focus on her academic work. She 
thus had a difficult time keeping up with her schoolwork, and as a result, she was retained in the 
seventh grade. The girl described the shock and embarrassment she felt upon hearing the news 
that she was going to be “left back” while most of her friends and peers proceeded to the eighth 
grade. Her initial seventh-grade year, however, was right after her premature twin siblings were 
born, while her mother was recovering from surgery, and after she had almost burned her house 
down—events that took place at home without the school ever knowing. She recalled, “It just 
was hard.” The retention compounded the aftereffects of an already-trying summer, and proved 
to be a very difficult pill for an adolescent Blackgirl to swallow.  
Another girl described how her trauma was embodied in her demeanor in school. When 
she came into school with “an attitude,” her anger might have been visible to the educators 
around her, but the sadness she felt after dealing with the loss of multiple family members, which 
had sparked this negative energy, was not; thus, educators could not tend to it. Because 
Blackgirls are commonly viewed as simply “having an attitude” in school settings, this 
participant’s teacher did not consider it necessary to look deeper into the issue (Joseph et al., 
2016). Further compounding her challenges was the fact that the girl had always struggled with 
communication and social skills, which often led her to be isolated at school. For Blackgirls 
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navigating inhospitable school environments, especially when individual and structural factors 
are working to uphold the status quo, feelings of isolation are quite common (Carter Andrews et 
al., 2019). Being alone, not having friends, and experiencing the tragic deaths of several close 
relatives all impacted the student mentally and emotionally, and came out in the form of a “bad 
attitude;” often, educators perceived her as simply being disrespectful to them, as opposed to 
seeing her behavior as an expression of hurt and an outcry for help. 
A common thread that linked all of the participants and the ways in which their trauma 
was manifested was their isolation and exclusion—voluntary and involuntary. Whenever they 
were going through difficult times, their initial reactions would be to withdraw and the initial 
responses of the educators around them would be to exclude and isolate them. Compounding the 
girls’ challenges was the fact that each had attended many different schools between 
kindergarten and their grades at the time of the study; they constantly wore the “new kid” hat, 
juggling having to learn new school cultures while simultaneously navigating identities, making 
friends, staying on top of academic work, and managing their trauma. In fact, altogether the four 
students attended 23 different K-12 urban schools, and these transitions proved to be very 
difficult. Many found themselves alone at school, and described their school cultures as 
“separated” or cliquish. Most students who had been in the same class for years stuck together, 
whereas newer students were often left by themselves. Further, since the girls in this study were 
suspended and expelled so frequently, it was challenging for them to make and sustain 
friendships. For some, making friends came easily; for others, not so much. In either case, as a 
result of being pushed out of schools, participants were no strangers to the confines of solitude.  
Pushed out. An important piece of the puzzle that participants were eager to contribute 
was how and why they were pushed out of their “mainstream” schools in the first place. A 
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variety of factors contributed to their suspensions, expulsions, and ultimate enrollment in 
alternative school, including multiple physical altercations, academic underperformance, truancy, 
and dropping out altogether. One girl, no stranger to fistfights, spoke at great length about how 
her toughness made it easier for her to survive school, although it often landed her in trouble. 
The altercations were often the result of other students’ provocation; for example, “talking about 
her behind her back,” saying things to “piss her off,” or violating her body. Fighting, for her, was 
a means of protection and defense, and while school officials would often penalize her for it, 
even going as far as to classify her as a bully due to her body type and size, students who 
provoked the fights would go unpunished, which was another source of her frustration. This is 
one example of how the absence of support leaves Blackgirls to defend themselves against 
unwelcome verbal or physical assaults, causing them to be punished for taking matters into their 
own hands (Carter Andrews et al., 2019).  
Important to note, too, in the case of the above student is that her first fight took place 
around the time that she learned she had been adopted, and was trying to find ways to deal with 
the trauma that came along with that knowledge. As she grew older, more extreme fights led to 
more extreme consequences in the form of removals from class, suspensions, expulsions, 
probations, and an involuntary hospitalization. She shared, “I was suspended every other day. 
After I came back from suspension, I was suspended again… My dad was there every other day, 
if I wasn’t suspended for more than five days… It was a lot.” The participant noted that she had 
been kicked out of a total of four schools from kindergarten through 11th grade, and suspended 
more times than she could count; by the end of her eighth-grade year, she was admitted into an 
adolescent inpatient psychiatric unit at a local hospital. One incident involving a hunting knife 
led to both suspension and arrest at school, later resulting in her being placed on probation and 
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given an ankle monitor. After reporting back to school post-suspension, the girl got into another 
physical altercation, which led to her ultimate expulsion and enrollment in alternative school. 
 Another participant reflected on getting suspended for minor “offenses,” like wearing the 
wrong kinds of shoes. She explained that wearing her own shoes was a symbol of her uniqueness 
and a form of self-expression; yet, because the shoes violated her school’s dress code, the girl 
was suspended multiple times. As a student who had struggled academically, these suspensions 
only placed her further behind, making it increasingly more challenging for her to get and remain 
on grade level. Despite students’ petition against suspensions for dress code violations, their call 
for reform fell on deaf ears; as this girl recalled, “They didn’t change anything. They just left it 
the same.” Not only did she feel like her creativity and individualism were being stifled, but she 
also felt silenced and ignored, as school decision-makers carried out business as usual at her 
expense. Between her multiple suspensions and academic challenges, she was ultimately pushed 
out and into alternative school. 
 Truancy was another reason some of the participants had been pushed out of mainstream 
schools. One girl, as she was battling anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts, had stopped 
going to school because she could not handle being around people; after her grandfather died and 
her sister was brutally murdered, at one point she simply stopped attending. Instead of being 
responsive to the emotional trauma that she was facing, the school looked at this truancy, 
coupled with absences due to previous suspensions, and opted to kick the student out. 
Essentially, officials punished her for being 15 and unable to cope with her sister’s murder, 
rather than going the extra mile and finding ways to address her mental, emotional, and academic 
needs. As a result, she was forced to enroll in alternative school. 
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As school officials read and misread participants’ attitudes and behaviors, the girls 
experienced harsh consequences, including being pushed out of schools by way of removal from 
class, suspension, expulsion, juvenile probation, and involuntary psychiatric hospitalization. 
Ultimately, they all ended up enrolling in alternative schools. These institutions, often referred to 
as “last chance” high schools, carry problematic stigmas with which participants were all too 
familiar. Not only did these stigmas impact how they initially felt attending an alternative school, 
but they also affected how others viewed them as alternative-school students. Overall, the girls 
felt like their alternative school was not as bad as people made it seem, but they also believed 
that students enrolled in alternative schools performed in the ways they believed they were 
supposed to—enacting self-fulfilling prophecies. In other words, students acted as if they were 
“bad” because they believed alternative schools were for “bad kids.” Thus, because alternative 
schools are often used as isolating settings (Simmons, 2007) to lump together students who have 
similar behavioral challenges and profiles, “student misconduct” is normalized (Dunbar, 1999), 
often leading students to attain “negative social identities” (Sagor, 2006). Participants described 
outsiders’ perceptions of alternative-school students, explaining: 
I feel like when you are kicked out of school, you get sent to alternative school, people 
treat you as if you can’t... They see you as, like, you can’t handle being in a regular 
school. So, why give you the same privileges? But no matter what school you’re at, 
you’re still in school, and school is school. You’re supposed to get education, and no 
matter what type of building it is or what type of children get sent there, whether they’ve 
been in jail, juvenile, whatever. You still have to get your education. 
The consensus among the group was that, although some students may not have made the best 
choices on their journeys through schooling, every child deserves a quality education that meets 
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their needs. In describing how stigmas around alternative schooling influence both inside and 
outside actions and perceptions, participants shed light on some of the problematic consequences 
of being pushed out of schools. 
Racial (il)literacy and cultural (in)competence. The topic of race recurred throughout 
focus group sessions, manifested through conversations about identity, invisibilization, and 
school trauma. Participants noted that most of their teachers and school leaders were white or 
non-Black, adding that it was not uncommon for them to encounter educators who were racially 
insensitive and illiterate as well as culturally unresponsive and incompetent. When asked what 
educators should do to make things better for Blackgirls in schools, the girls answered in unison: 
“Not be racist.” One elaborated, explaining how educators “be trying to look down on the Black 
kids… They be really trying to downgrade Black kids and act like we stupid, or try to refer us to 
special ed[ucation] classes… I feel like it be a lot of people in school that do that.” In this way, 
participants felt that they and other Black students were treated unfairly based on their race and 
culture. 
When unpacking other ways in which educators treated Black students inequitably, the 
girls engaged in conversations about the education that they needed compared to the education 
they deserved, and the role that race played in it. They agreed that they had gotten what they 
needed, but not what they deserved, defining the education that they “needed” as “what 
[teachers] were told to teach so that we can take tests and pass and get promoted to the next 
grade.” The education that they deserved, however, was one that would validate their identities, 
teach them a variety of skills, and prepare them effectively for the world beyond K-12 schooling. 
When making sense of this, one student shared: 
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Most white teachers, they be like, ‘You’ve got to do this, you’ve got to do that’… They 
just give us what’s out of the book; they don’t give us a better explanation, a clearer 
understanding or nothing. They just want us to do it so they can get what they need to get 
done. They don’t teach us nothing. You see how Black teachers teach? They teach with 
their soul; they make sure you get everything. That’s something I deserve. 
Participants’ depictions of their experiences with white teachers, when compared to those 
involving Black teachers, speaks to a level of racial/cultural compatibility and investment that 
they felt, as many of their Black teachers went above and beyond to ensure that they got the 
education they deserved. The girls believed that most of their white teachers simply taught to the 
test or did the bare minimum, but were not invested in their holistic success. This is not to say, of 
course, that every Black teacher is good and every white teacher is inadequate. In fact, the girls 
also shared stories that challenged their deductions about Black and non-Black teachers. 
Ultimately, they came to their conclusions by analyzing a host of racialized experiences with 
non-Black teachers, support personnel, and school leaders, comparing them to their work with 
Black educators in the K-12 setting.  
 One participant reflected on an encounter she had with a white music teacher who 
referred to Black students in her class as “animals.” She shared: 
She used to say little stuff and it was racist, but she tried not to sound racist. She said 
something about Black kids and being out of control… Calling us animals, and I said to 
her, ‘What did you say, Miss?’ She was like, ‘I said, you Black kids are out of control.’ I 
got up and I threw her paper at her face. I said, ‘Don’t you ever say that in your life.’ 
Admittedly, this girl should not have thrown paper in her teacher’s face, but when students who 
are already impacted by trauma encounter racial violence at the hands of adults who should be 
 
 217 
protecting and nurturing them, emotional responses are more than understandable. In fact, the 
level of restraint the participant showed was commendable, as she described the words and 
actions she held back so as to not prove her music teacher’s point about Black students’ 
behavior. Another had a similar experience when a teacher asked her if her mother taught her to 
be ghetto. After the girl responded by throwing a chair at her, the teacher called her a “little piece 
of shit,” telling her that she “wasn’t going to be nothing in life” and “wasn’t going to make it 
past the eighth grade.” Again, while the student acknowledged that throwing a chair was not the 
appropriate response, it is most important to consider the racialized messages these youth 
received from their teachers, and how they proved traumatic. 
Apart from encountering racist teachers, participants frequently had to deal with 
culturally incompetent school support staff. As they told me, they rarely had support staff, like 
counselors, who were effective and culturally responsive to their needs. Thus, counseling 
sessions that they were forced to attend at school were a waste of time, and made the girls feel 
like they were simply psychological experiments for white or non-Black counselors. One 
suggested, “They think you crazy, and they give you individual sessions,” while another added, 
“Or they try to make it like it’s a psych class or some shit, and I ain’t psycho like that.” During 
these sessions, the girls often felt attacked or judged. Overall, they believed that counseling at 
school was a complete waste of time, and an unnecessary disruption of their learning. As one put 
it:  
They’re pulling me out of class to go do this, and I’m like, y’all interrupting my learning 
time, and how am I going to get that back? Because who about to take their time from 
their lunch or anything like that to sit down with me and go over it again?  
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In sum, a service that could have made a significant difference in the lives of Blackgirls who had 
endured substantial trauma, pain, and grief became wasted time because of culturally 
incompetent school counselors who could not gain their trust or respect—two elements that were 
central to participants’ cultural beliefs and practices.  
 Teachers and school staff were not alone in their discriminatory practices, cultural 
incompetence, and racial illiteracy. The girls also spoke about their encounters with school 
principals that epitomized racist treatment and anti-Black school cultures. These incidents ranged 
from explicitly being called racial slurs by school administrators to making negative remarks 
about their hair and skin. When reflecting on how this made her feel, the participant explained, 
“It didn’t make me feel no type of way because I know what I am and I know what I’m not… 
But still, you’re young, you shouldn’t go through stuff like that, you know?” While she had 
come a long way in establishing her self-confidence, anti-Black school cultures and racist 
principals are not something that she, or any of the other girls, should have had to endure. 
 In addition to the explicit racialized incidents participants faced, they also encountered a 
plethora of situations in which adults were not culturally responsive to them; typically, these 
involved school staff members who were not culturally competent. At times school personnel 
would misread them, fail to understand their cultural values, make negative assumptions about 
them, or embarrass and single them out. One girl reflected on being kicked out of her middle 
school after a heated back-and-forth exchange with a teacher. Recalling the incident with her 
teacher, the participant explained, “I was having a bad day, but I didn’t make that clear. I went 
into class. I didn’t say nothing or do nothing. I just put my head down, and then the teacher was 
banging on the desk with a book.” This encounter, in other words, transpired after the teacher 
abruptly awakened her student by slamming a book down on her desk. Admittedly, the girl could 
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have used more appropriate language when addressing her teacher, but after losing the only 
father she had ever really known only a year or so beforehand, she was still working through her 
own grief and depression. After exchanging words with the teacher, she walked out of class and 
proceeded through the day without any other incidents. No one followed up with her, and she 
had no additional interactions with that teacher. The following day, she was summoned to the 
office; administrators called the girl’s mother, and informed her that she would not be attending 
that school the following year. There were no interventions and no questions or dialogue. The 
school simply pushed their student out because she had a bad day following a few tragic years, 
and instead of seeking to understand and support her through her trauma and grief, the educators 
were unresponsive, seeing her only as a trouble-making Blackgirl whom they could not control. 
Along similar lines, another participant recounted how a teacher tried to embarrass her in 
front of the class, assuming that she had plagiarized a paper because she used some big words 
learned from her school-issued vocabulary book. As this girl saw it, the mostly white educators 
in that school thought that “the kids who acted out were just stupid,” and since she had a history 
of getting in trouble, teachers often underestimated her despite the good grades she received. In 
this case, her teacher displayed his negative attitude and disrespect not only by putting his 
student on the spot in front of her class, but also by believing that she was incapable of 
submitting high-quality work. She recalled: 
He didn’t believe that I wrote it because… I was using all these big words, so he thought 
I plagiarized. So, when we got to class, he tried to embarrass me in front of everybody 
like I didn’t know the definitions. He was like, ‘If you wrote this, what does this word 
mean and what does that word mean?’ I got in front of the whole class and I told him 
what all the words meant, and he was like, ‘Oh, okay,’ and he felt stupid. 
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Educators’ presumptions about Blackgirls’ anti-intellectualism (Cokely, 2015) are a form of 
spirit murdering (Love, 2013; 2016) that this participant adamantly resisted; ultimately, she was 
kicked out of class for it. This teacher’s disbelief in her academic ability was not only 
condescending, but it also had racial and gendered discriminatory implications. 
The girls agreed that educators frequently use their titles to command respect, but engage 
with students in disrespectful ways. They also emphasized that their intentions were not to be 
disrespectful to educators, but at times when they felt disrespected, a common response was to 
be disrespectful in return. The participants had all encountered many particularly ill-mannered 
educators, which resulted in points of contention for them. One girl reflected on how a teacher at 
her school was always rude to students, constantly giving off negative energy, which made her 
unpleasant to be around. The teacher’s rudeness was not limited to yelling or failing to saying 
“thank you” to students’ polite gestures; as this participant explained, it went further: “She didn’t 
even say my name right. I corrected her every time, and she would still... I think she did it on 
purpose to get on my nerves.” In addition to her bad attitude, the teacher never made an effort to 
pronounce her student’s name correctly, despite her many corrections, which the girl saw as 
another form of disrespect of both her culture and her individuality.  
Lasting consequences. Situations like these led to strained relationships, distrust, and 
defensiveness from participants, who have to deal with the long-term effects of being misread, 
underestimated, disrespected, and ultimately triggered—by educators who should have been 
understanding, uplifting, respecting, and nurturing them. One example of a lasting consequence 
that could have been mitigated by a principal’s compassion, understanding, and restorative 
approach occurred when one of the girls was preparing to graduate from eighth grade. The 
principal enforced a zero-tolerance policy under which, if a student got into any trouble, he or 
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she would not be allowed to participate in graduation. After rehearsing for weeks, and her mom 
purchasing her cap and gown, two weeks before the ceremony the participant got into a fight 
with another student. Consequently, despite her good grades, she was not allowed to walk in the 
ceremony, and had to watch it through a window. More than the disappointment of not being 
able to be a part of the celebration, the participant recalled how her punishment had profoundly 
impacted her family:  
I was just more worried about my mom… her being disappointed. I mean, she was, but 
she didn’t really show it. She told me she was disappointed, but my grades were good. 
It’s just that she wanted me to walk and take pictures, all that corny stuff. She can do that 
next year. 
As a high school junior, and soon-to-be senior, at the time of the study, this girl was really 
looking forward to graduation. Unfortunately, due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, she is not 
sure what that experience will look like for her.  
In addition to lasting consequences in the form of disciplinary action, the situations that 
participants experienced in school led them to disengage from their peers, teachers, support staff, 
and leaders, along with the overall structure, culture, and process of schooling. They recalled 
how they had gone through the majority of their K-12 education encountering teachers with 
whom, for the most part, they did not connect, and who they felt disrespected them; in addition, 
there were leaders they barely knew, with whom they mostly interacted when they were in 
trouble. One participant told the group, “I ain’t never liked any of my principals… they got the 
doctor or the principal in front of [their names], but that don’t mean that you at this high 
power… Alright, you principal of the school, but you ain’t God; you not my parents.” Another 
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girl said of her various schools’ leaders, “I didn’t have a bond. I didn’t know them, so it was just 
like, the relationship was cordial or whatever.” One of the others shared: 
I had jumped from school-to-school multiple times, so I had multiple principals. But I 
don’t know. I was always in trouble, so it was never really a good moment with any 
principals, because if I was in the office, I was getting suspended or having a 
conversation with them.  
These negative relationships, or the lack of any bond whatsoever, were factors that further 
contributed to participants’ disconnectedness; they simply focused on passing the time and 
making it to the end of the school day, the end of the school year, and ultimately graduation. 
Such patterns of racial illiteracy and insensitivity, along with cultural unresponsiveness and 
incompetence, existed throughout participants’ K-12 schooling, manifested in learning 
environments, policies, practices, instruction, and also in the curriculum. 
Culturally (un)responsive curriculum. When unpacking their schooling experiences, 
participants emphasized issues that surfaced around problematic curricula that failed to validate 
their identities or prepare them for life beyond K-12 schooling. They shed light on some of their 
teachers’ problematic pedagogical practices; as one girl shared, “Many teachers in our school, 
they give us the work that we need to pass tests and stuff… I didn’t actually learn anything, just 
putting a book in front of my face and telling me to put notes down, circle letters…” Further, 
when it came to the curriculum itself, students were often given busywork and basic content. 
One explained, “The high school I’m in now, I feel like it’s the same thing as elementary school, 
literally. I feel like they taking me back.” Such educational neglect and inadequate learning 
opportunities (Carter Andrews, 2019) were common narratives among the group. They also 
described their curricular content as boring, and indicated that they frequently had to suffer 
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through 80-minute classes in less-than-ideal classroom environments, often rooms that were 
excessively hot without adequate ventilation. One participant even told us about how carelessly 
some of her teachers would check and grade her work, marking things as incorrect when they 
were actually right. Things like this happened to all of these girls throughout their K-12 years, 
but because they attended an alternative school, such situations were even more common. One 
student explained: 
Nine times out of 10 if you get sent there, it’s because you got kicked out of your last 
school for behavior issues, and that means you don’t have enough credits to pass… 
There’s a lot of just giving you work to bring up credits. My first year there, they were 
giving me basic math as a sophomore—addition and subtraction, just so that I could get 
promoted to junior year… You bring your credits up, you get back to your sending 
school. So, they just giving you stuff. 
Many of the participants mentioned curricula that functioned only to enable students to pass tests 
or earn enough credits to go back to their sending schools or graduate during our focus group 
sessions. Some described feeling less motivated to do work that didn’t seem valuable or relevant 
to their lives. As one noted, “A lot of the work is just busywork to keep you out of trouble, which 
also doesn’t make sense to me because I’m doing all this work to not even get graded. That’s 
why I don’t do it.” Clearly, some girls saw their subpar classes as simply a waste of their time, 
while the adults responsible for scaffolding their development were in actuality denying them 
opportunities for academic growth and empowerment (Carter Andrews et al., 2019). 
Participants also indicated that “the curriculum ain’t always right,” and spoke of their 
desires for teachers for “switch it up” in order to show “that you do actually care about your 
students and you’re willing to go beyond your job.” One expressed, “Certain stuff that be in 
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books and stuff isn’t correct and [teachers] could correct it themselves and teach us, but they 
don’t.” The group also spoke at length about curricular redundancy. As one girl voiced, “I was 
learning the same thing over and over, just a different way each year. Like it would be the same 
information just given to me a different way, which is no help to me if I already know it.” 
Overall, it was evident that the curricula in these students’ K-12 schools provided them with the 
information that they needed in order to get promoted to the next grade and graduate from high 
school. They did not, however, offer them the education that they needed to be successful in a 
trade, college, or society as a whole. 
 A major theme in the participants’ comments was a lack of preparedness for the future 
because of the substandard education they had received between kindergarten and 12th grade. 
One reflected: 
I didn’t really learn anything that would help me in life, honestly. Like, in the world that 
we live in… we need to learn how to manage our money… right now, how to survive 
being African-American, like stuff like that. And then our history classes, we didn’t 
really learn about our Black history until, like, it was Black History Month. We should be 
learning about our history throughout the year. Instead, we’re learning about Christopher 
Columbus and all that stuff. I just feel like school didn’t set me up to be great in the 
future, honestly. 
A girl who had graduated during the study mentioned, “I’m actually going to college… for 
culinary arts, and I haven’t been to a school yet that has taught me anything about cooking.” She 
added, “And that’s what I love to do… That should be added into something.” Another told the 
group while describing a typical curriculum, “You don’t learn about real things that you’re going 
to need in society nowadays.” The participants’ lack of self-actualizing, culturally affirming, 
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academically relevant, and socio-politically engaged education sheds light on inequitable 
educational practices within many urban alternative-education spaces, and in urban K-12 schools 
as a whole. While the girls recognized this, they refused to simply settle for the subpar education 
they were receiving; instead, they were steadfast, demonstrating substantial determination by 
seeking out learning opportunities on their own—picking up skills, trades, and valuable 
information that would set them up for future success. One shared: 
It doesn’t really bother me because I, on my own, expand my curiosity on different 
things. So, if I want to learn something, I’ll take time out of my day to go research about 
it… Because I’m just like that. I like learning. I helped somebody with their credit 
recovery, and I learned a whole bunch of different things that I never knew from [that]. 
Although this particular girl did not feel “bothered” about receiving a mediocre education, since 
she was going to ensure her own success regardless, all of the participants felt passionately about 
deserving more, and were hopeful for their future learning beyond K-12 classrooms. They each 
expressed how much they were looking forward to life after high school; as one put it, “It’s over 
now. I have a future. I could go to school for other stuff… Hopefully, that will be a different 
experience if I go to college.” Despite their disappointment with the quality of their education, 
participants were hopeful that better learning opportunities were out there for them, just beyond 
K-12 schooling. 
Connectedness: People Who Made a Difference in Schools 
The fourth theme in this study connectedness. While it is critical to document the trauma 
and toxic stress that participants had experienced and endured within and outside of K-12 urban 
schools, it is also important to note that not everything has been bad for them. In fact, the girls 
were adamant about shedding light on their journeys of pain and trauma to add context to the 
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moments and people in their schools that made a significant difference in their lives. In focus 
group sessions and in life notes journals, they unpacked the qualities of and experiences with the 
teachers, support staff, and educational leaders who left a positive and lasting mark on them.  
Participants defined “good” teachers and school support staff as those who 1) go above 
and beyond to help and support students; 2) invest in students’ holistic success; 3) motivate 
students to do well; 4) make learning experiences authentic and engaging; and, 5) build positive 
relationships with them. To some, that meant a teacher giving them extra work at the end of the 
marking period to help bring their grades up, or using their lunch breaks or out-of-school hours 
to provide extra help. For others, it meant a school nurse who gave them a space to sit and talk 
for a few minutes before going back to class. It meant a teacher seeing a new girl crying in the 
hallway, afraid of the new environment she was in, and opening up her classroom so the girl 
could feel like she was safe and seen. It meant a teacher’s aide showing up to a student’s home 
and sitting with her on her front porch for eight hours, in the middle of a global pandemic and in 
the scorching summer sun, because he knew she would only get her work done if she had 
support, and that was the only way she would graduate. Story after story that participants told 
painted pictures of teachers and support staff who pushed them to succeed at times when they 
were ready to give up; who were patient and caring, providing room to talk about their issues or 
simply cry or scream; and who found ways to make their time with their students enjoyable by 
embracing youth culture and allowing them the freedom to be themselves.  
When the girls unpacked what it meant to be a “good” principal, they described the need 
for school leaders to 1) have an awareness of what’s occurring in the building; 2) be present and 
visible beyond their offices; 3) be respectful to students and teachers; 4) get to know students 
well and interact with them beyond school discipline; 5) be compassionate and fair; 6) listen to 
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students; and, 7) invest in students’ communities. These qualities and actions, although they were 
rarely reflected in participants’ accounts of their own time in school, were important factors that 
they suggested would have led to an improved educational experience. Students described many 
of their principals as “absent” or constantly in their office; thus, if principals made efforts to be 
present in the hallways and classrooms, and to engage with students by getting to know and 
spending quality time with them, participants believed that they would have been able to connect 
with them better. They also suggested that principals’ presence would have mitigated some of 
the lackluster learning experiences that transpired in their classrooms. As students who often 
found themselves facing disciplinary consequences, participants expressed a desire for principals 
to hear them out, not assume the worst about them, and take into account what they may be 
experiencing outside of school. By doing this, the girls believed that principals could get to the 
root of the issues that arose, instead of simply siding with teachers and pushing “problem” 
students out. 
Participants also shed light on the importance of homegrown principals, or principals 
who had been in the district in a variety of capacities before obtaining their current role. While 
they did not describe this as a necessity, they unpacked a number of the benefits of having a 
principal cultivated and invested in the district. The students noted that this allowed them to get 
to know the principals well and develop long-term relationships with them, making it easier for 
them to feel connected to the school community. When reflecting on a former principal of hers 
who used to be a teacher’s aide, one student explained: 
My principal, he would always push me. That was my dude. He tell me something, I’m 
going to do it. I’ll listen to him because he was the only person that really appealed to me 
when I first came to that school. He used to be in a class as a teacher’s aide, and he would 
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see me struggling. He would come and help me. He was a teacher’s aide and then he 
made it to principal… He glowed up. 
Seeing her principal’s “glow up” from being a teacher’s aide not only made the participant 
proud, but because they had developed a long history over the years, he became an educator in 
the building that she relied on and trusted—and he, in turn, was completely invested in her 
success.  
 The qualities of school faculty members that participants repeatedly highlighted as 
making the greatest difference to them were kindness, understanding, generosity, humor, 
community connectedness, and fictive kinship. Educators at their school sometimes enacted 
thoughtful gestures, like bringing in special treats. Even when girls did not like the particular 
treat that was given to them, they acknowledged how memorable the staff members’ efforts 
were, and how much they valued them. Beyond receiving special treats, participants described 
how meaningful it was for educators to invest their time. From faculty and staff members simply 
speaking with students in the hallway, to finding time to check in and chat, it was clear that these 
girls valued quality time spent with educators quite highly. One reflected on how she would seek 
out a staff member if she was experiencing a rough day at school: “I could always go to her to 
calm me down or something, or just to even sit with her, and she’ll talk to me about it before it 
escalates,” she explained. Clearly, gestures like these made participants feel especially cared for 
and understood. 
The girls also spoke about how, when students were facing financial hardships at home, 
some educators would go above and beyond to make sure that they did not go without. One 
explained, “They’ll give you money if you need to go get a haircut so you can look presentable, 
or if you need a way to get to work or around, then they do that.” Another added: 
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They know a lot of the kids aren’t as fortunate as others, or don’t have it like that. So, 
they got ShopRite to donate to us every month, once a month, a whole bunch of food for 
kids to take home for their families.  
Being conscious of families’ hardships, and finding ways to mitigate their struggle, showed how 
much some educators in really cared about their students holistically.  
Noting that students were often playful and that they enjoyed cracking jokes with each 
other and with the adults, participants explained how they felt even more connected to educators 
who were able to understand their humor and play along. As one put it: 
He’s funny. He be chilling or whatever. He knows how to take jokes. Some of the 
teachers don’t. Because he’s really built, it look like he wear a size triple Z. So, I be like 
so getting on him about that, and knows how to take it… He knows that the students are 
like that, they joke around. ’Cause a student gone crack a joke on every teacher at some 
point… They always got jokes or something. 
While being able to take a joke might seem like a small thing, in reality, this was a big deal for 
participants. It became apparent that it was particularly important as they recalled instances when 
they had gotten in trouble for their humor and playfulness. Culturally, for Black people, humor 
has been a major element in survival and resistance; thus, when educators were able to joke 
around with students or respond well to students’ jokes, the girls saw that as establishing cultural 
connections. 
All of the study’s participants had remained in the same district throughout the course of 
their schooling, and many of their parents and/or siblings were also products of the district. Thus, 
when educators knew their families, students felt an increased sense of safety and connectedness 
with them. One detailed her experience: 
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I was one of the new people in the building… He asked me who my mother and my 
father was… He know [them]. Basically, my father was the first person that got him 
intoxicated, and he had a crush on [my] mother since they was younger… We just been 
like good people ever since. He’s cool. After I stopped doing my work… he made sure 
everything that I had to get done for school got done. He would literally sit in front of my 
house and talk with my mother until my classes had got done. 
Because this teacher had a long history with the participant’s parents, she felt safe in the new 
environment, having just started at that school. Further, because of the teacher’s personal 
relationship with her family, he was even more invested in her success, leading him to spend 
hours at a time making sure she got her work done so that she could graduate. The girls 
explained that they trusted faculty members who had history with their relatives more than other 
staff, noting that these adults felt more like extensions of their family than simply educators in 
the school building.  
Whether or not faculty members had prior relationships with their families, these students 
were still able to build close relationships with particular educators in their K-12 schools—bonds 
that took the form of fictive kinship, in which participants viewed them as members of their 
families. They spoke about how some educators were like mothers or fathers to them, while 
others were like sisters or aunts. One girl offered an example of this as she discussed two 
teachers whom she considered family. Detailing how one teacher was like a father to her, she 
explained: 
He’s someone you can talk to about personal stuff. Anything going on, he’ll go out of his 
way to help you. He brought me some groceries… We go around, we do stuff for the 
community… They’ll give the shirt off their backs to somebody if you really need it. 
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That’s why I say he’s like a father… You don’t got to steal; you don’t got to lie; you 
don’t got to do none of that.  
This teacher’s relatability and generous nature were key factors that helped the student form a 
close relationship with him. In describing how she did not have to try to manipulate him to get 
help, the girl suggested that she felt free to be open, honest, and transparent with him in the way 
that she would a father. When detailing how another one of her teachers, whom she also 
described as kind and generous, was like an aunt to her, she shared: 
I say she’s like an aunt because you can’t tell him everything, because I’m still a female. 
So, it’s good to have an aunt/sister type… a woman figure… I wouldn’t consider her a 
mother figure… Sometimes you can’t curse around your mother… you can’t say certain 
stuff to your mom… I mean, I tell my mom everything, but still, it’s certain stuff I don’t 
tell her. I can’t talk to her how I talk to my aunties. 
As the participant reflected on why she considered her teacher to be more like an aunt than a 
mother figure, she highlighted how she did not have to censor herself around her “aunties” and 
could be free to talk to them about anything—a level of complete openness and transparency that 
she did not feel with her mother. In this way, she was characterizing her relationship with the 
teacher as being even closer than that of a mother figure, due to their mutual sincerity and 
candidness. These lines of fictive kinship could also transcend racial boundaries, as one 
participant referred to a former teacher of two years as her “Irish mom.” 
The lasting impressions and differences that these educators made in their students’ lives 
were not only captured in their interactions in the building, but also during special events, 
celebrations, activities, and initiatives that their schools offered. When reflecting on an awards 
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day during which she was recognized for her positive contributions to the school community and 
academic success, one participant told the group: 
I had passed a lot of classes, had high credits, and I [was] picked to represent the school 
[at] round tables… with the Superintendent. I got like 20 awards in one day when they 
did the award ceremony, and made honor roll… It felt a little good because I’m like, they 
calling other people up, but it’s very little people, like, I’m getting all these awards. 
It was clear that the girl quoted above was very proud of this moment in her school experience, 
as she brought the ceremony up several times throughout the course of our sessions. Receiving 
this positive recognition was a stark contrast to the negative attention and punitive discipline that 
she encountered in her previous schools. These moments, among many others, allowed students 
to see a different side of schooling—a side that valued and uplifted them, where they could be 
seen for the things that they did well, and not just for the traumas they had to endure. Moments 
like these, and educators who planted seeds of positivity in them, were instrumental on their 
journeys of growth, change, and transformation. 
Personal Transformation: Blackgirls on Their Journeys of Change and Growth 
The fifth theme in this study is personal transformation. While alternative schools often 
have bad reputations, especially those that are behavior-focused, the girls in this study reported 
that their time at the alternative school they attended significantly scaffolded their growth and 
transformation. Although they were highly displeased with the curriculum and teaching 
practices, they noted that their current school had something more to offer that differed from the 
K-12 urban schools they had previously attended. Specifically, their school’s culture was 
grounded in the ideals of patience, care, transparency, and investment, which provided 
participants with the space, tools, and motivation to grow. 
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Patience was one area that the students emphasized where alternative-school educators 
exceeded their counterparts in other K-12 urban settings. One recalled: 
They have more patience with you because they been in it so long, that type of school, 
and maybe had worse kids than you, [so] they know how to deal with that. They care 
about you graduating, you getting your work done, you moving on to the next grade and 
making it somewhere in life.  
In addition to their patience, participants noted that alternative-school educators truly operated 
with an ethic of care and transparency. As one shared, “They’ll ask you if you’re okay and 
they’ll know if you’re not okay or not, or need to be pulled to the side and speak.” The girls 
made several mentions of a program unique to their alternative school, which allowed them to 
unpack “12 problem areas.” They elaborated, “You would have to identify yourself with a 
problem, and somebody else does if they see you with one. And the teachers can, too. And the 
students can for the teachers.” Students and teachers gather in a small-group setting where they 
can be completely honest with each other about their issues, unpacking them in a safe space. 
When participants talked through what the experience had been like for them, they noted that this 
was a program not found in any of the other schools they attended. This was a critical factor 
when it came to growth and change, because it provided students with the tools to self-reflect 
and specifically seek out areas in need of improvement. It was also a major turnaround from 
simply getting reprimanded and penalized for their flaws.  
 Another aspect of alternative schooling that stood out to participants and supported their 
change and growth was educators’ investment in them. One reflected:  
When I was in my old school, I was feeling like I was ready to give up, honestly. I was 
feeling like I wouldn’t be nothing in life. I just wasn’t motivated at all. I tried 
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everything… I started going to the guidance counselor trying to get help. I just needed 
someone to help me, to push me so I can just keep on going. I wasn’t learning anything. 
So, I was just like, I’m tired of this. I want to do something. I want to learn. And I want to 
be great. And I needed my high school diploma, but I was so down.  
After speaking with her principal, who was not in agreement with her about transferring schools, 
and her mother, who initially was not fond of the idea of alternative school, the girl was able to 
persuade her mother to allow her to enroll in alternative school during her junior year. Reflecting 
on the transition, she recalled, “It was better… Everything was better. My grades got better. I 
was leaving school early. It was just great. It was a total flip. And now, look; I’m graduating. I 
want to go to college. It’s crazy.” Alternative school was just the push this girl needed, and while 
she was not happy with the curriculum, she recognized the many ways in which the school 
helped her at a time when she was ready to give up. Important to note here is that she was the 
only one enrolled in the study who had requested to go to alternative school herself, as opposed 
to being required to do so because of behavioral or academic issues at her sending schools. 
 Other aspects of participants’ growth and transformation were manifested in areas outside 
of their school lives. As they reflected on ways that they needed to change, from their attitudes 
and honesty to their decision-making skills, some girls indicated that their personal lives had 
begun to evolve as well. One spoke about a heart-to-heart conversation she had had with her 
father about issues in their relationship that she had never previously been able to fully address. 
She used one of the tools she was taught in school—one she often used in her life notes during 
this study, too—and wrote her father a poem about how she was feeling. After letting him read it, 
she engaged in a conversation with him. Describing how she felt about being able to express 
herself effectively in this way, the girl commented, “I’m glad we got to talk about it, because I’m 
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not the one to talk about my feelings… I don’t like to talk about my feelings with family. But 
friends, I’ll tell them everything. So, I mean, it kind of felt good to talk about it.” The pride that 
she felt in repairing an element of her relationship with her father also motivated this student to 
continue on her current path. Of her previous behavior, she admitted, “I really didn’t need to be 
fighting anybody over stupid stuff.” While she acknowledged that she still had some growing to 
do, she was proud of the progress she has made over the years. 
 Other participants also reflected on their change and growth, honoring their mistakes and 
their process. During a group discussion about honest conversations that they needed to have 
with themselves, one offered guidance based on her experience: 
Just get your work done, stay focused. Because once you get [to] your last year of high 
school and you realize you ain’t really do nothing, all of them classes build up, it just be 
like, ‘Dang, I had all of this time, and now I’m in my last year, now I got to rush 
everything.’  
Another student reflected on her past decision to drop out of school, acknowledging: 
I should have just went to school for those first two years, instead of just wanting to be 
this person and just not go to school, and not care about nothing. I should have put my 
priorities first instead of wanting to be something I wasn’t.  
The last participant offered herself some words of encouragement, stating, “Finish this last year. 
I had to do what I had to do to get here, so that’s all I’m going to be worried about.” 
Acknowledging their pasts was important, but looking to the future was a way for these girls to 
ensure that their journeys would not be in vain, and that they would not end prematurely. They 
were proud of how far they had come and how much they had grown, standing firm on the 
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promise that the best, for them, was yet to come—and they would not stop until they made it 
happen. 
Concluding Thoughts on School Experiences 
 These incredible Blackgirls bared their souls and shared aspects of their lives that were 
powerful, frightening, brave, devastating, inspiring, humiliating, beautiful, ugly, funny, 
audacious, and ever-changing and growing. The multilayered, intersectional identities they 
occupied framed their experiences and how they internalized and navigated through them. Pain, 
traumas, and toxic stress provided context for these young women were, what they did, and why 
particular experiences impacted them in the ways they did. The experiences and encounters the 
participants detailed from their K-12 urban school histories spoke to the ways in which schools 
have been points of trauma and re-traumatization, as well as points of uplift, motivation, and 
support. Finally, their reflections on their journeys of growth and transformation were personal 
confirmations of coming full circle, and continuing to work on building the lives that they 
imagined for themselves. 
During one of our focus group sessions when participants were sharing especially 
profound stories about their lives both in and out of school, I mentioned how powerful they were, 
and how fortunate and grateful I was that they were so willing to share their stories, experiences, 
and identities with me—because they had been through some things. I emphasized how 
important it was for me to acknowledge that, and how important it was for them to be seen and 
heard; and for people to understand these aspects of their lives, because it’s a big deal. They had 
endured a lot, I explained—certainly more than most people their age—and I told them that I 
thought they were amazing, because they are. The girls thanked me for these remarks, but more 
notably, one said, “I’ve never heard that before,” and others nodded in agreement. Never having 
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heard how powerful and amazing they are, or how important their stories and experiences are, 
not only validates the gravity of this study, but also speaks volumes about the invisibility of 
Blackwomen and girls, and the desperate need for educators to listen to them. 
A Message to Educators (Q3) 
 As participants contemplated the most important things they wanted to share with 
educators (read: teachers, school support staff, and educational leaders) about their schooling 
experiences, they told me that it was critical to represent a holistic picture; however, there were 
also particular moments that they wanted to highlight the most. These individual observations 
captured gratitude, disappointments, needs, and pinnacles from throughout the students’ K-12 
urban educational journeys, and are important points to share with teachers, school support staff, 
and educational leaders—so that they will know and understand the impact of their practices and 
the environments they curate. 
For Those Who Went the Extra Mile, We Are Grateful 
 Participants expressed sincere gratitude for educators who went the extra mile for them. 
As one put it when talking about a favorite teacher:  
I would start off by saying thank you. All her nagging and the bickering between us 
really paid off. She may not believe me, but her words helped me get through a lot… She 
opened my eyes to an easier way of living, and I am forever grateful. 
Another girl attributed her status as a graduating senior to a teacher who pushed her every day to 
be better. She shared some of the things that she might say to that teacher:  
Believe it or not, you’re part of the reason for me being the person I am today. You 
taught me how to think before my actions, you taught me how to be courageous. You 
taught me how to be me. Once I left, I would always think about how you told me that in 
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order to be successful, I’d have to change my attitude. You believed in me when nobody 
else did. You stood by my side and never gave up on me, when everyone else forgot who 
I was. 
Also sharing a message for a favorite former teacher with the group, another participant offered: 
I appreciated you very much, and they don’t make [them] like you anymore. You were 
pretty much the best. You’d probably be surprised and shocked how much I’ve grown. I 
enjoyed your company and niceness while being in that school. You are, once again, 
appreciated deeply. 
Above all, the students made clear that educators’ investments in them meant the world to them, 
sometimes even changing their entire life’s trajectory. They wanted it to be known that they are 
grateful for these efforts. 
Your Energy and Words Truly Mattered 
 Just as educators’ positive contributions made a difference to participants, so did their 
negative contributions; consequently, how educators represented themselves was important. 
Even at times when they acted like they did not care, or matched the adults’ negativity with 
negativity of their own, the students wanted school staff members to know that some of the 
things they did and said had really hurt them. One recalled of a difficult teacher, “Her words hit a 
breaking point. It took a piece of me. I let her get control; I let her get a reaction.” Another 
detailed, “At that moment… I was embarrassed and hurt, honestly,” while an additional 
participant offered more of her thoughts about a past teacher: 
Her vibes are terrible & we are not your SLAVES nor your kids. As a teacher your 
negative energy is really uncalled for and very unwanted… How do you expect us to 
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want to learn something from you when you can’t even learn the simple basic respect that 
you have to give to other people? …In order to get respect back, you have to give it first. 
The girls unpacked how these negative moments with educators had impacted how they engaged 
with or disengaged from school. One even explained how one teacher’s negative attitude and 
doubt in her potential led to her eventually dropping out of school. Thus, the energy educators 
bring to schools can make or break trust and relationships with students. 
We Needed to Be Seen, Heard, and Understood 
More often than not, participants felt like the educators in their schools did not see them. 
They may have seen their behaviors, which they were constantly punished for, but these faculty 
members failed to see them, and to really know and understand who they were and what they 
were going through. One girl shared the words that she might say to an educator with whom she 
had previously had negative experiences: 
If you knew me, you would have known my needs, what I needed to be me. I needed a 
hug. I needed a shoulder so I could lean on [it in my] time of need. I needed a laugh or 
two just to pass through those dark clouds running by in my head and hovering over me, 
making me dread in the inside… But did you know what I needed? No, because your 
office was more important. Needs to be in a fancy suit with your fancy desk, covering it 
all up so people could think you were the best. 
It was apparent that students perceived many of their teachers, support staff, and educational 
leaders to be so preoccupied with their titles that they neglected their actual roles, thus failing to 
see the students and what they really needed. Another added: 
My principal would’ve been a better principal if he’d interacted with us more. I feel like 
this because we, meaning me and the other students, rarely saw him or spoke to him… 
 
 240 
Besides him just speaking to us in the morning, him putting more effort to be around us 
would’ve been better. If he’d interacted with us, I think it’d be like sunshine and 
rainbows, because we’d all see one another regularly, and be familiar with each other to 
be able to grow a bond. 
Through accounts like this one, participants emphasized that school initiatives and assemblies 
with their principals were important, but did not make up for the lack of relationships with them. 
Even seeing the principal greeting students in the morning was not enough; these students 
wanted to bond authentically with all members of their school community, including leaders. 
They wanted to know that they were important and valued; and that their voices were not only 
heard, but sought out. 
The Special Moments Mattered A Lot 
 As the girls spent time reflecting on the moments that carried the most weight for them in 
school, it was clear that they valued special recognitions above almost all else. Awards 
ceremonies, special lunches, holiday celebrations, and (most of all) graduations were among 
their most unforgettable events. One participant discussed just such an educational milestone: 
Graduation. The best day of my life. I felt so happy and free… I needed it to show 
everybody that I did it. Somebody needed to see me walk across happy & proud, the bad 
little black girl that everybody talked about, that everybody doubted, that went past and 
proceeded everybody. Triumph. 
The graduation ceremony referred to here was from eighth grade; and, as this girl explained, it 
was the best day of her life. Another, however, reflected on how she was made to sit her eighth-
grade graduation out as a disciplinary consequence; this is important to note because of the 
significance moments like these have for students who have often been victims of punitive and 
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exclusionary discipline practices. Special events, where students are recognized for doing good 
work, are critical for positive self-concept, and for bolstering feelings of inclusion and validation 
in their school communities. Sometimes, these moments made all the difference on participants’ 
educational journeys. 
Blackgirls Reimagining 
Permission to Dream 
 After the students shared stories about their experiences in K-12 urban schools, we 
engaged in dialogue about what schools would be like if their world was perfect. Initially, 
participants struggled to think beyond colorful walls, murals, and smiling faces, all of which they 
agreed were important components of a dream school. When I posed questions to scaffold their 
thinking and push them outside of the box, they resisted at first. When one girl would indulge in 
an outside-of-the-box idea, others would be quick to bring her back, helping her understand that 
her big idea was not realistic. This group was so used to the ways things had always been that it 
was challenging for them to envision life beyond just that. They made comments like, “I like the 
idea, but that’s too much freedom. They’re not going to let us do that,” and, “Schools don’t be 
having stuff like that.” I pushed back, informing students that I did not want them to think 
anything was off limits or not possible, because the point of us imagining something perfect was 
to create possibilities that may not exist yet. When they released themselves from the holds of 
what schooling had been like for them, and what others may or may not permit, little by little 
they gave themselves and each other permission to dream—building off of one another’s big 
ideas, and thinking through what their needs were and how they could more effectively be met. 




Urban Schools Reimagined 
When considering what a perfect school would be like for them, participants began by 
describing the environment and culture. They envisioned a place that exuded positive energy and 
“good vibes.” They saw positivity all around them—in the hallways, on the walls, in front of the 
building, and inside of the building—and everything was clean, organized, bright, and colorful; 
nothing was boring and dreary. They described it metaphorically as “flowers, sunshine, and 
rainbows.” They envisioned pictures, paintings, and quotes everywhere with positive and 
uplifting messages. They saw teachers and principals who had positive attitudes and energy—
specifically, good teachers and school leaders who were present and visible in the school 
building. They saw people being nice, smiling, and greeting students as soon as they walked in, 
stating, “I just want everything to be good.” 
In the classrooms, the girls also dreamt of color and vibrancy. They envisioned tables so 
that students could sit together in small groups of three or four. They saw an abundance of new 
technology (computers, iPads, and headphones), and teachers actually teaching students new 
things—not recycled information that they had already learned. In their dream schools, teachers 
created lesson plans and made them interesting, because they understood that student 
engagement was key. Teachers were creative and innovative, incorporating things like role-play 
and science lab experiments; Black culture was taught and centered in the curriculum through a 
realistic approach, and not whitewashed. Participants also envisioned high school students 
selecting their own schedules and classes based on program audits, to ensure that they got all the 
classes they needed to graduate while still having autonomy with their courses. This would also 
allow students who weren’t “morning people” to begin and end their school day later, and 
students who were to begin and end earlier—similar to the structure of college schedules.  
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To more effectively prepare students for the world beyond K-12 schooling, participants 
envisioned a school that provided an education for life. They saw school partnerships with 
colleges and trade schools, so that high school students would have exposure to various skills, 
trades, and college-level coursework, and be more adequately prepared for life after graduation. 
For elementary- and middle-school students, these partnerships would provide exposure as well, 
cultivating college- and trade-minded students, and supporting their thinking around the kinds of 
ways in which they could contribute to society. The girls also saw students getting hands-on life-
skills training in the areas of culinary arts, hygiene and cleanliness, financial planning, and 
money management. They envisioned going on local and international field trips to get a better 
understanding of community resources while building relationships with local businesses, and to 
gain exposure to diverse cultures, people, and places beyond what they see every day. 
In addition to life skills and exposure, participants thought through a host of ways to 
support students emotionally. They envisioned a pet center at their dream school, complete with 
emotional support animals that students could learn how to care for. Because pets teach people 
responsibility, they thought it could also be a useful learning opportunity for students who would 
volunteer in the pet center throughout the day, feeding the animals and playing with them. This 
would also expose young people to veterinary care, while providing them with access to 
emotional support animals to help them cope with anxiety, depression, and overall trauma. 
Additionally, participants felt their ideal school should include emotional decompression rooms. 
Each room would be equipped with a couch or plush chairs, a swing, calm music, a Zen garden 
with sand and pebbles, mandala coloring books, water, tea, and snacks; one emotional support 
animal from the pet center would be authorized to accompany a student there, too. When 
students felt they needed time to calm down and be in their own space, the emotional 
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decompression rooms would be available to them. An additional space to support these young 
people emotionally would be a “feelings room”—nearby, but outside of the emotional 
decompression rooms. The feelings rooms would have all chalkboard walls, and students would 
be able “to scribble all over it just to get out how [they] are feeling.” 
The girls also envisioned what the food in their perfect school would be like. They felt 
that there should be “good food” with lots of variety, in the form of a buffet. This was a very 
important component of the participants’ dream school, as they had described their 
disappointment with the dining options and quality in their previous schools. In addition, the 
students envisioned having a snack room where they could get snacks throughout the day as 
needed and desired. They explained that this would help students stay focused on their 
schoolwork, instead of being distracted because they were hungry. The girls were adamant that 
the snacks offered should be healthy ones, like fruits and vegetables, so that students would not 
be overexposed to sugar and unhealthy eating habits. 
Participants dreamt, too, of various extracurricular activities to develop students into 
healthy and well-rounded individuals. They felt that an optional afterschool program would be a 
great way to support students by providing them with academic support through tutoring and 
homework assistance along with access to sports teams and clubs, including but not limited to 
football, basketball, and swimming. They envisioned their dream school having a music center 
with instruments and audio equipment, where students could make music and record, start a 
band, or learn instruments. They also saw musicians from the local community volunteering 
there, providing students with mentoring, coaching, and support for their musical endeavors. 
Participants also envisioned an interactive gym with trampolines and other exercise equipment, 
where students could work out and engage in physical activity to blow off some steam and re-
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energize. They also thought it was important to include a mentorship program, where students 
could be mentors to younger students and be mentored by adults. The participants saw students 
teaching young children about the things that they had come to know and understand about the 
world—similar to a “big brother/big sister” program. Having adults mentoring them was also 
important, because as they acknowledged, “We’ve got a lot to learn about the adults, too, 
because we’re younger… We’re the next generation.” This concept of pouring wisdom into the 
next generation and acquiring it from the previous generation was a critical component of the 
intergenerational mentoring initiative, and central to the students’ belief that the purpose of 
schooling is to learn new things so that you can eventually give back to others. 
 As participants carefully thought through each component of their dream school, I was 
completely in awe of their ideas, and inspired to make initiatives like these a reality for students 
like them. They, too, told me that they were struck by the school they had dreamt up, and 
wondered if it could ever really be developed. The answer to their wonderings rests in the hands 
of educators, who must be willing to think outside of the box and listen to the visions of students 
who have been pushed out of and failed by an abundance of schools throughout the course of 
their K-12 experiences—students in the margins. Educators have the power to make a difference, 
and to realize these Blackgirls’ dreams. 
Concluding Thoughts on Recovering Ladies 
The concept of “Recovering Ladies” was an original idea from the participants. As we 
were brainstorming ideas for the play, one girl suggested that we model it on the group we had 
created for the study. When we were thinking through names for the group, one participant 
suggested “Recovering Ladies.” The others loved it right away, and immediately dove into what 
it meant for them to be ladies who were recovering, and what exactly they were recovering from. 
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One student offered, “We could just say ‘pain,’” while another suggested, “Recovering from 
school experiences.” Another added, “Maybe recovering from, can’t say tragedy; tragedy is too 
deep. How about ‘cruel’? Yeah, traumatic or cruel.” And then the group pieced it all together: 
“Recovering from traumatic school experiences.” 
 In the hush harbor we created, participants felt like they could be free. They often 
equated our focus group sessions to therapy sessions, but described our time together as being 
more effective for them. One told me: 
I see almost sort of a connection to talking to my therapist, but I don’t tell them 
everything. They don’t make me feel comfortable enough to say it. I tell them bits and 
pieces of what I want them to know, or what I feel, like, that they should hear just so I 
could end therapy. But yeah, you make it comfortable to be able to talk about it. They 
seem like they’re rushing it just to find some type of cure or something. 
Another student noted that she enjoyed “being able to open up about certain stuff that I don’t 
really do, because I keep a lot of stuff bottled in, and I felt like during this I told a lot of stuff that 
I would never normally tell.” Similarly, another appreciated, “Talking to people that I know 
won’t tell my business, and who I can trust, and just building a better bond.” Others indicated 
that they were struck when they heard each other’s stories, as well as by the support they had 
each received and the friendships cultivated within our space. As one girl put it: “I was struck by 
everybody. Y’all my homies.” The connections were undeniable, and I hoped that, despite the 
study ending, this group would continue to support each other down the road. As ladies on their 
path of recovery, who bonded with me and with one another, at our culminating session, 
participants did not want the experience to end.  
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This safe space did not end for the participants with their last session, though. In fact, 
they decided to continue cultivating their own hush harbor beyond the study. At the very end, 
just before logging off of Zoom, one girl declared to the others, “Okay, group FaceTime right 
after we hang up off this.” I wished them well, and encouraged them to take care of one another. 
It was hard for all of us to say goodbye, so one participant counted us out saying, “Bye, guys. 
God. All right, all right, ready, one, two, three.” I knew it wasn’t really the end, though—just a 
new beginning for a space that they could own, for secrets that they could share and keep, and a 







DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND RESEARCH 
 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this study was 1) to unpack the K-12 urban school experiences of 
Blackgirls who were enrolled in an alternative high school at the time of the study; 2) to examine 
their expressions of these experiences in the form of authentic literacies, or life notes; and, 3) to 
learn what they wanted educators to know about their experiences, the ways in which those 
experiences have impacted them, and how they would reimagine schooling accordingly. While 
Chapter IV invited readers to witness a firsthand account of participants’ experiences and 
thoughts, and Chapter V was framed to dissect the research questions further and address the 
study’s purpose, this chapter is designed to extend the conversation by exploring larger themes 
that emerged from the study. Participants’ experiences and visions of reimagined schooling 
provided a platform to explore several big themes more deeply. Firstly, their encounters with 
traumatic experiences in their families and community served as a reminder of the lack of 
culturally responsive, trauma-informed approaches in K-12 urban schools. Secondly, 
participants’ accounts shed light on the ways in which students’ home and school lives coincide 
and, consequently, how schools can better support families. Finally, their reimagination 
highlighted the dire need to rethink school safety in definition, practices, and school initiatives. 
Thus, this chapter explores these themes and identifies implications for school-based practices, 
as well as areas of focus for future research. 
Culturally Responsive Trauma-Informed Approaches 
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 The global pandemic that shut down the world as we knew it, starting in the early months 
of 2020, forced students to make instant transitions to remote learning, quarantining, and 
isolation from their friends, family members, and schools. This was a time of change during 
which much was unknown; the pandemic incited fear, confusion, and at times chaos. 
Consequently, there was extensive discussion about how to support children through the trauma 
that the pandemic brought on due to significant loss, sickness, and seclusion. Students’ social-
emotional health, in addition to their academic needs, became hot topics of education discourse. 
Yet even before the pandemic, some students were no strangers to trauma and toxic stress; 
unfortunately, not only were these young people’s needs overlooked, but they were also often 
punished for them.  
In low-income communities of color, people are often exposed to adversity and subjected 
to structural oppression. Many have, as Blitz et al. (2020) explain, “endured multiple traumatic 
losses including unemployment; loss of life due to murder, suicide, and accidents; long-term 
hospitalization; incarceration; foster care placement; and eviction or foreclosure, among others” 
(p. 99). As a result, when trauma arises, it is compounded with racism, poverty, and other 
intersectional marginalization. Thus, children who experience distressing events and toxic stress 
atop the stresses of multiple marginalities are often overwhelmed, struggling to cope, and in need 
of a strong network of support (Shonkoff et al., 2012; Priest et al., 2013). Because low-income 
communities, which are disproportionately communities of color, are more likely to have adults 
who have also been impacted by loss and trauma, the negative and lasting effects of adverse 
events and toxic stress in children are exacerbated (Wade et al., 2014). Further, lower-income 
students of color are more likely to be punished in school through the use of harsh disciplinary 
practices like suspensions and expulsions (Skiba et al., 2002; McNulty-Eitle & Eitle, 2004; 
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Lewis et al., 2010), and in urban, under-resourced schools with greater proportions of Black 
students, zero-tolerance policies and disciplinary measures are even harsher. As a result, Black 
students from low-income communities who are exposed to trauma and toxic stress are often 
retraumatized when they are punished in school, instead of actually being supported.  
The fact that Black students are so frequently penalized for needing support, rather than 
receiving that support, is an issue of equity and race. Its impact closely resembles that of the 
“War on Drugs,” with law enforcement crackdowns and subsequent mass incarceration affecting 
Black urban communities in the 1980s paralleling the push during the present-day opioid crisis 
for therapeutic interventions for predominantly white communities (Alexander, 2010; Netherland 
& Hansen, 2016; Mendoza et al., 2019). When considering suffering, culpability, and 
deservingness, racism and intersectional oppressions are extremely relevant, because when Black 
students suffer, they are often blamed for their suffering and viewed as less deserving of the 
proper accommodations and supports (Hope et al., 2014). Indeed, there is an overall tendency to 
blame minoritized groups for their own oppression and trauma (Mansfield et al., 2018). 
Blackgirls, specifically, are often viewed as subhuman and undeserving of protection, care, and 
validation (Carter Andrews et al., 2019). By contrast, when white students suffer, they are not 
perceived as being the cause of their strife; as such, they are seen as deserving of accommodation 
and support (Huang, 2015). When Black students’ trauma and toxic stress are embodied through 
undesirable behaviors, they are often punished and pushed out of schools (Anderson et al., 2019). 
Accordingly, is it not only critical for urban schools to re-evaluate their approaches to discipline 
and better equip themselves to support minoritized students carrying trauma and social and 
emotional vulnerabilities (Camangian & Cariaga, 2021); it is also necessary to help educators 
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identify children’s trauma and toxic stress, in order to disrupt the school-to-prison pipeline and 
educational exclusion (NCTSN, 2019). 
Because urban schools in low-income communities are often under-resourced and 
overcrowded, counselors in these settings are often understaffed and overworked, meaning that 
they are frequently unable to effectively meet students’ needs. Additionally, educators and 
support staff that work in these predominantly minoritized settings are predominantly white and 
middle-class, which makes it increasingly challenging for Black students to trust and confide in 
them, as these professionals may not understand the complexities of the socio-political, 
economic, and historical factors entrenched in students’ experiences or the nuances of their 
cultures (Anyon, 2014). Through culturally responsive, trauma-informed approaches (Blitz et al., 
2020), urban schools can better recognize the impact of adversity and toxic stress in students’ 
lives, and respond to it by seeking to understand the motivation behind students’ behaviors; they 
can help build resiliency, while replacing punitive discipline with practices that teach prosocial 
behavior (Bath, 2008). 
These approaches do not only seek to directly support students; they also aim to create an 
encouraging and supportive collegial community that relies on open communication, moral 
safety, and family engagement, which then promote dialogue on systemic and social oppression 
and the nature of trauma (Blitz et al., 2020). Unlike white dominant approaches to counseling 
services in schools, culturally responsive, trauma-informed approaches incorporate and promote 
culturally-,  historically-, and politically-relevant factors that contribute to and motivate 
behaviors of both students and adults in schools and communities through the lens of race and 
culture. Thus, counselors, social workers, teachers, school leaders, and professional developers 
center the realities of how structural oppression, racism and trauma are manifested in school 
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settings by supporting school personnel in challenging their biases; increasing their critical 
consciousness; using students’ intersectional identities and experiences of oppression as 
cornerstones of pedagogy and practice; developing their understanding of the structural 
foundation of poverty; unpacking the psychological and relational impacts of trauma; building 
relationships with diverse students; recognizing the prevalence of trauma in students; seeing 
strength in adversity; tending to students’ social emotional needs; and promoting healing and 
growth over punishment and exclusion (Blitz et al., 2020; Cole et al., 2013; Gay, 2014; Milner, 
2013; Shonkoff et al., 2012).  
Using these approaches in urban schools can help mitigate the mental health and 
behavioral challenges attributed to students’ strong, frequent, or prolonged exposure to stress 
(Shonkoff et al., 2012), which impacts their learning and academic achievement (Cortiella, 
2014); attention and concentration (Gutteling et al., 2006); brain development (Jensen, 2009); 
and impulsivity, conduct, and socialization (Danese & McEwen, 2012). By adopting a social-
emotional lens; maintaining an inclusive, cohesive, and nurturing environment; moving 
discipline from punishment to opportunities to teach desired behavior; resisting the 
criminalization of school behavior; understanding students on a deeper level and developing 
cultural responsiveness; and addressing school culture, these schools can begin to provide the 
culturally responsive trauma support and services that students truly need. 
It Takes a Village—Home and School 
Traditionally, when exploring the relationship between students’ home and school lives, 
personal and familial factors that contribute to or detract from students’ academic success are 
often at the forefront of the discourse. Families are either praised for their contributions to the 
school community and for their roles in supporting students’ academic needs and successes; or, 
 
 253 
they are blamed for circumstances that keep them from engaging with the school community and 
contribute to students’ academic challenges. Urban school faculty perspectives of students’ 
families are often riddled with judgments and beliefs that they don’t value education, which 
families are frequently aware of; this causes strained relationships, distrust, frustration, anger, 
and divide between educators and families (Blitz et al., 2013). While schools are often looking at 
the ways in which families can support and engage with them, it is far less common for them to 
consider how they can and should respond to the families’ specific and complex needs, or how 
students need to be supported based on them. Put another way, schools are constantly asking 
families, “What can you do for me?” instead of asking, “What do you need me to do for you?” 
When urban schools establish clear methods of understanding and responding to complex 
problems, instead of rejecting or resenting those who seemingly represent the problem, they can 
more effectively support families, and thereby more effectively support students (Blitz et al., 
2020). 
An African proverb, “It takes a village to raise a child,” sheds light on the importance of 
schools and families coming together as one, to mutually support one another for the betterment 
of students. When urban faculty members develop positive relationships with families and work 
to support their complex needs, families and students begin to trust them more, and benefit from 
the additional assistance. Providing before-school and afterschool support, transportation, and 
extracurricular activities; being flexible with times and formats of family conferences; partnering 
up with a local supermarket and providing groceries for families in need; giving students rides to 
and from work; doing students’ hair or taking them to get their hair done; and providing laundry 
cards or laundry equipment in schools are some examples of ways that schools have aided 
families in low-income communities (Kolodny, 2001; Greene & Anyon, 2010; Ryan et al., 2013; 
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Hands & Hubbard, 2014; Mehta et al., 2019). This is not to say or assume that low-income 
families are incapable of adequately providing for their children. Rather, these examples provide 
context about the kind of assistance that some families in need received from school 
communities where leaders understood the importance of being a “village.” Because these 
supports came from a place of genuine care, admiration, and understanding—and not from the 
simple assumption that, because families were minoritized or lived in a low-income area, they 
were in need of being “saved”—students and families did not feel like charity cases; they felt 
genuinely cared for, and appreciated the support. Thus, establishing a “village” with families 
requires building authentic relationships and trust, and showing them respect. Additionally, when 
schools establish themselves as a part of a student’s village, they are also better informed about 
the trauma and toxic stress that students may be enduring, and consequently, can better support 
them through it. 
Rethinking School Safety 
 When topics related to school safety arise, it is common to hear conversations about 
metal detectors, school resource officers (SROs), transitions from zero-tolerance to restorative 
justice, and regulating and policing minoritized bodies (Gibson & Decker, 2019; Hines-Datiri & 
Carter Andrews, 2017; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Mallett, 2015; Mansfield et al., 2018; Schiff, 2017; 
Wun, 2016). It is not as typical, however, to consider third spaces or hush harbors; racial literacy 
or cultural responsiveness; faculty representation; or life, college, and career readiness as school 
safety issues (Camangian & Cariaga, 2021; Dutil, 2020; Haddix et al., 2016; Hope et al., 2015; 
Khalifa et al., 2016; Kynard, 2010; Nash & Peters, 2020; Young & Easton-Brooks, 2020). These 
components, which participants in this study raised major concerns about, may not speak to the 
overemphasized notion of physical safety; they do, however, explore the critical concepts of 
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marginalized students’ psychological safety. When considering elements of psychological safety, 
students’ social-emotional needs must be placed at the forefront (Anderson et al., 2019; 
Camangian & Cariaga, 2021; Dutil, 2020). Thus, the use of metal detectors, excessive 
surveillance measures, and SROs is not only ineffective—it is counterproductive and 
psychologically harmful. The girls in this study were not worried about a shooter coming into 
their school building—such instances arise in white, suburban areas much more commonly than 
urban communities of color. They were, however, concerned that adults in their school did not 
understand them; that they misread them, discriminated against them, treated them unfairly, did 
not represent their multilayered and intersectional identities, and did not prepare them adequately 
for life beyond K-12 schooling. These were the factors that made participants feel unsafe at 
school. 
Safe Spaces 
When Blackgirls have places and people that they can go to at school to express 
themselves, ask questions, seek advice, or simply just be, they feel safer there. This is 
particularly important for students who have experienced trauma and toxic stress, because these 
spaces allow them a means of mental and emotional release, away from the general school 
population. Similar to break rooms, prayer closets, or private lounges, these are places of 
emotional decompression that can take the form of empty classrooms or classrooms occupied by 
a trusted, intimate group; or an office like that of a school nurse, counselor, or administrator. 
Safe spaces can also take the form of “third spaces,” or spaces of hybridity between differing 
realities (Bhabha, 1994). In the context of schooling, third spaces are created from the hybridity 
of the “first space” of students’ cultures and experiences in their everyday lives and the “second 
space” of the formal educational institution (Moje et al., 2004), building group commonalities 
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and exploring individual realities. Thus, these places challenge the traditional divisions of school 
settings and cultural experiences (Harman & Khote, 2018), while allowing Blackgirls to “begin 
to reconceive who they are and what they might be able to accomplish academically and 
beyond” (Gutierrez, 2008, p. 148). Further, third spaces serve to resist any counterattacks on 
Blackgirlhood, building Blackgirls’ self-esteem and supporting their constructions of positive 
identity. Third spaces can be manifested in urban schools when school faculty do away with 
institutional formalities, and authentically sustain connections with students on a cultural level. 
Representation Matters 
 Because cultural compatibility is an important factor in sustaining cultural connections 
and building third spaces, school faculty representation is an integral component to consider 
when it comes to school safety. Participants in the study—who were dealing with the 
complexities of their intersectionally marginalizing identities like those of race, gender, and 
sexuality—felt particularly unsafe exploring and contemplating these identities in school due to 
the lack of faculty members who embodied them. Racial and cultural incongruence between 
minoritized students and educators is more common in urban schools, which not only impacts 
students’ feelings of safety, but also increases their likelihood of juvenile justice referral 
(Marchbanks et. al., 2018) and poorer student outcomes, due to different cultural understandings 
that significantly affect students’ physical and psychological safety, too. While cultural 
compatibility is important for all students, racial and cultural congruence are especially positive 
for Blackgirls (Blake et al., 2016). Thus, racial literacy, as well as cultural responsiveness and 
competence, are also matters of school safety. 
Racial Literacy and Cultural Responsiveness 
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 Gibson and Deck (2019) write, “Part of the problem with perceptions of Black girls in 
schools, whether it is about perceived challenge of authority, behaviors, or appearance, is not 
acknowledging that the problem could very well lie within the educator and the administrator” 
(p. 92). Even without white students being physically present in schools, whiteness is still 
centered, in that students are held to white middle-class norms of school structure, curriculum, 
and behavior—despite the fact that students of color account for more than 50 percent of the 
public school population. Because many faculty members do not feel confident enough to 
address topics of race and racism (Young, 2003), schools often operate from a lens of 
colorblindness, ignoring the very real impacts and existence of race. Anderson et al. (2019) point 
out, “Such avoidance only perpetuates racial misunderstandings, allows biased disciplinary 
practices to continue, and creates an unwelcoming environment for Black youth” (p. 23). This 
only increases the racial stress that Black students experience, which has serious psychological 
and physical health effects including anxiety disorders, hypertension, sleep disturbances, 
cardiovascular reactivity, and anger (Anderson et al., 2019). Because youth of color are much 
more likely to have white teachers and administrators who are not culturally compatible with 
them, it is critical for school personnel to become racially literate and culturally (and 
intersectionally) responsive. When teachers and support staff are not racially literate or culturally 
competent and responsive, students are put at risk of witnessing and experiencing racist, 
oppressive, and offensive incidents at school, inciting further distress in them.  
In addition to the study participants feeling unsafe when encountering racist and 
discriminatory incidents, their sense of unpreparedness for the world was also an issue of safety. 
These girls, like many students in underperforming, unresponsive schools, considered graduating 
without having been fully prepared for life beyond high school as a risk, because a lack of 
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preparation is a setup for failure. Urban educators who are racially literate as well as culturally 
competent and responsive understand the importance of engaging minoritized students in 
politically relevant, anti-oppressive, reality-based, capacity-oriented experiences, thus more 
effectively preparing them to thrive beyond K-12 schooling (Beauboef-Lafontant, 2002; Emdin, 
2011; Gist et al., 2018; Jennings & Lynn, 2005; Watson & Devereaux, 2020). When educators 
are equipped to engage students in learning experiences and a school culture that embraces and 
centers their identities, cultural values, and realities, students are validated, supported, prepared 
and, ultimately safer. Thus, the purpose of schooling is not simply to graduate students; it is to 
prepare them and provide them with an education for life, setting them up for success, and 
establishing a culture of safety. 
Implications for School- and District-Based Practices and Initiatives 
 This study on Blackgirls’ K-12 urban school experiences and visions for the future of 
urban schooling provides a window into the ways in which they have engaged with schools, and 
also the ways that schools could have more effectively engaged and supported them. Building on 
the major themes, findings, and participants’ prescriptions, I offer seven key takeaways for 
school- and district-based practices and initiatives that can improve the quality of education for 
students in urban schools. Below are some of the participants’ suggestions for educators. 
Employ Culturally Responsive, Trauma-Informed Approaches in Urban Schools 
One key takeaway that participants found most critical was for K-12 urban schools to 
better equip themselves to support students in culturally responsive and trauma-informed ways. 
While reforming school disciplinary practices and enacting restorative justice approaches has 
recently become more common, many educators are underprepared to implement these 
strategies, rendering them ineffective. In addition to better equipping school faculty with the 
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knowledge and resources to transition more effectively into the use of restorative justice, urban 
schools must prioritize culturally responsive, trauma-informed approaches. These practices can 
transform schools into supportive environments that seek to understand students and address the 
root causes of the challenges they face. Instead of punishing students for needing support, urban 
schools that opt to use culturally responsive, trauma-informed techniques will be able to more 
efficiently support youth impacted by trauma and toxic stress. 
Invest in Anti-Racist Teaching and Leadership Practices 
Another key takeaway that participants emphasized was the importance of urban school 
leaders’ deeply investing in antiracism. Anti-racist work has become increasingly popular in the 
wake of Black Lives Matter protests, and to avoid “cancel culture” or public disgrace, many 
institutions are now prioritizing these efforts. That does not, however, mean that the work is 
being done well and effectively. Organizations must be careful not to treat anti-racism like a fad, 
an option, or a simple add-on, particularly because the work is critical and Black lives and 
futures are at stake. Anti-racist curricula, instruction, resources, and practices in schools are 
essential—not optional, and not elements that can simply be tacked on to an already toxic school 
culture. Students deserve to have teachers that are fully prepared to receive and grow them, and 
leaders who are fully capable of supporting teachers and creating school environments that 
embrace all students. Urban schools in particular, where the student populations are majority 
Black and Latinx and teachers and administrators are predominantly white, must adopt anti-racist 
teaching and leadership practices, and invest in faculty members’ continued support, to avoid 
going back to business as usual once #BLM is no longer trending. 
Unpack Educators’ Implicit Biases and Develop Critical Consciousness 
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A third takeaway that participants highlighted was the urgent need for school staff and 
administrators to unpack their biases and strengthen their critical consciousness. This is 
especially critical for educators to do in order to enact and embody anti-racism, especially when 
working in marginalized communities. Implicit biases, or “the stories that we have about people 
and things before we experience them personally” (Azziz, 2017), are unconscious associations, 
which can be challenging for people to identify and unpack independently. Thus, it is critical for 
educational leaders to provide (and engage themselves in) professional development 
opportunities for urban teachers and support staff and to support them in this work, so that they 
can avoid causing harm to students from marginalized groups. 
Develop Authentic Relationships with Students’ Communities 
 A fourth takeaway that participants heavily stressed was the need for school personnel to 
build community relationships. In addition to building up their antiracist toolkits and unpacking 
their biases, teachers and school leaders must work to develop deeper, more authentic 
relationships with students’ communities—particularly if faculty members are not natives of the 
area. These connections and collaborations not only provide students with opportunities to 
positively engage with their own communities, but they also offer educators a chance to get to 
know students on a deeper level. Educators cannot fully understand who their students are 
without understanding where they are from. Thus, it is vital for faculty members to spend real 
time in students’ communities, patronizing, volunteering, and getting acclimated to the 
neighborhood culture and resources. These community connections and investments help to paint 
a more holistic picture of students’ environments outside of school, and also help to build trust 
between students and faculty, who become more than just passersby. 
Promote Educator Sustainability by Investing in District Personnel 
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The fifth takeaway that participants offered was that K-12 urban school districts should 
work hard to keep employees in the district. Educator sustainability is an important factor of 
which schools and districts should be conscious. While it impossible to know for certain if a 
teacher or administrator will remain in the district in the long-term, grow-your-own initiatives 
provide a greater likelihood that educators and leaders will stick around for a while. Grow-your-
own initiatives refer to the concept of school districts building teachers and leaders from within, 
as opposed to hiring them from outside of the district. An example of this (as a participant 
referenced) is a teacher’s aide who pursues his teaching certificate and becomes a teacher, and 
then pursues his principal certificate and becomes a principal, all within the same district. When 
this happens, students not only get to see the trajectory of the principal’s success, but they also 
get to experience having a principal that they’ve known and built a relationship with for years. 
This also increases the likelihood that the principal will be even more invested in the students 
with whom he has already interacted at length. To support the building and sustaining of grow-
your-own initiatives, school districts can develop partnerships with college and university 
teacher- and leader-preparation programs, to encourage and provide a path for school staff to 
obtain degrees and certifications qualifying them for various roles in the district, and to promote 
their upward mobility. In this way, teachers and leaders are more likely to invest in the district in 
the long run, and by nurturing teachers and leaders from within, the district is investing in them. 
Build Strong, Authentic Relationships with Students Early On 
Participants’ sixth takeaway was that educators should prioritize building meaningful 
relationships with students right away. Because not every teacher or leader will be grown from 
inside of a school district, it is important for urban schoolteachers and leaders to develop strong, 
authentic relationships with students early on, in order to build rapport and deepen trust as soon 
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as possible. This would involve engaging with students beyond academic time, which would 
either require school leaders to prioritize finding the space for teachers, support staff, and 
themselves to interact with students outside of academic activities during the school day; or, 
would require teachers, support staff, and leaders to spend time outside of the school day 
interacting with students, through before- and afterschool programs, clubs, sports, community 
service, or other extracurricular activities. Participants in this study also felt like educators could 
build these relationships with them by being relatable, showing humanizing sides of themselves 
through humor and fun, and not getting caught up in prominent teacher and administrator titles. 
They also believed that administrators holding them to high standards and believing in their 
capabilities were important for nurturing trust. 
Prioritize Student Voice in School Improvement Reform 
The final, and one of the most important takeaways, stems from participants’ powerful 
contributions to the study, which accentuated the potential role of student voice in schools, 
districts, and the field of education as a whole. If nothing else, schools and districts should come 
to understand how valuable student perspectives are for making decisions about what schools 
need. Rudduck and Flutter (2000) suggest that in order “to manage school improvement, we need 
to look at schools from the pupils’ perspective and that means tuning in to their experiences and 
views and creating a new order of experience for them as active participants” (p. 75). Getting to 
really know students, and hearing their thoughts, ideas, and perspectives, can lead to complete 
school turnaround. So often, as educators, we assume that we know what students want or need, 
but this study serves as a reminder to all that there is no need to assume. Students know. 
Educators simply must provide the platform and opportunity for them to express it. Examples of 
such efforts include creating a student leadership team and student advisory council, conducting 
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youth participatory action research, taking student surveys, having lunch with students, and 
engaging students in forums both in and out of school. When educators hear from students in 
their own schools and districts and engage them in conversations around change, improvement, 
transformation, and reform, schools and districts will more effectively be able to respond to their 
needs. 
Implications for Research 
While student voice has become increasingly more prominent in teacher educator 
research, it is still quite sparse in educational leadership research, and this study sheds light on 
both its importance and its potential. Students’ perspectives, particularly those from the margins 
of society, add complexity and nuance to educational leadership discourse. Additionally, there is 
a need for further research on behavior-focused alternative schools, in order to take the already-
limited literature from one with a narrow focus on what these schools are doing poorly, and 
expand it to also incorporate what the schools are doing well. This is not to suggest that 
alternative schools are better options for Blackgirls or other minoritized students, but rather to 
highlight the necessity to more deeply unpack some of the nontraditional schooling practices that 
alternative schools may give themselves permission to enact. Not only could this research 
expansion provide information for alternative schools on how they could improve, but it could 
also help mitigate negative stereotypes and stigmas around alternative institutions and the 
students they enroll, by broadening the literature to encompass both positive and negative facets. 
Further, exploring alternative schools more deeply could provide valuable insight in assisting 
traditional public schools with breaking free of rigid practices in order to accommodate students’ 
needs more effectively. 
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More studies are also needed on the use of grow-your-own initiatives and school district-
university partnerships for teacher and principal preparation. While research on these is limited, 
continued exploration will provide further context for how these collaborative initiatives work, 
which can inform school districts and teacher- and leader-preparation programs alike. It would 
also be beneficial to further investigate how ethnodrama, and other art-based methods, can be 
used in K-12 settings in both research and literacy instruction. So few studies have used this 
method, yet the arts is known to be a powerful tool for amplifying the voices of marginalized 
groups. Thus, exploring ethnodrama as a tool for marginalized youth more deeply could prove to 
add significantly to educational research as well as to teaching and learning. Finally, additional 
research on the ways in which schools support marginalized families and communities would be 
useful; educators are making numerous positive contributions, but they simply don’t show up in 
the literature. Expanding research on what schools are doing for families and communities may 
inspire administrators and leaders to find new and improved ways to connect with students, and 
to build positive relationships and trust. 
A Reflective Critique 
Over the course of nine weeks, I engaged with four Blackgirls from a low-income 
community, who were attending an alternative high school, and who had attended urban public 
schools from kindergarten through their grades at the time of the study. In online focus group 
sessions via Zoom, we unpacked their lived and storied experiences within the context of urban 
schooling, discussing all things education, including curriculum, instruction, teachers and 
support staff, school leaders, their peers, discipline, and the overall structure of urban schooling. 
Participants composed life notes in individual online journals, during which I conferred with 
them one on one to support their creative processes, and dive deeper into the stories that they 
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shared. They produced poems, reflections, letters, and journal entries that captured their pasts, 
presents, and hopes for the future, and they shared their writings with one another. As a 
collective, we listened, analyzed, and categorized each piece, pulling out big themes across all of 
the created life notes. Based on the big themes, students told important stories about their lives 
that captured the themes, and used those iterations as the foundation to compose scenes and 
monologues woven together with their life notes to create the ethnodrama. We fleshed out scenes 
with participant retellings, and verbatim transcriptions from focus group sessions. We laughed. 
We cried. We were Blackwomen and girls in our digital hush harbor, building community and 
being ourselves freely. In our space, participants could be their authentic selves, and share 
aspects of their lives and identities that they had never shared before.  
While every component of this study was beautiful and powerful, it was not without 
limitation. One significant constraint was participants’ attendance and tardiness. Because of the 
COVID-19 modification, changing the study from in-person sessions at their alternative school 
to online meetings via Zoom, students were not all gathered in the same place at the same time. 
They had things come up that complicated their availability, and at other times they simply 
forgot, overslept, or did not feel like joining on a particular day. I made sure to welcome each 
participant back each time, and expressed that we had missed them; sometimes, I also found that 
participants would contact each other, filling each other in on what the absent person missed. 
Because we did not have complete participation from every participant every time, the study was 
restricted to only obtaining available, present participants’ perspectives on a given topic on a 
given day.  
Another limitation of the study was issues with technology. During the course of the 
research, participants and I faced storms, blackouts, heat waves, and simple technology glitches 
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and failures. Issues with the students’ phones being lost, broken, confiscated, or out of service, as 
well as problems with Wi-Fi, occasionally complicated our abilities to efficiently connect with 
one another. While we all remained patient with the process, these challenges would sometimes 
take us out of our zone of sharing, as participants were kicked off of Zoom and required to come 
back in again. Sometimes, we were able to pick right up where we left off; at other times, 
however, we simply moved along without ever revisiting the concepts that we had been 
discussing when we were interrupted. Yet another cause of interruptions and interjections were 
outside influences from participants’ environments. While we agreed to try our best to carve out 
time and private space for our sessions, students sometimes had to watch their younger siblings, 
cook, or clean, or they were out and about during our sessions, which sometimes took their focus 
away from our conversations, or disrupted the privacy of the space. A final limitation to the 
study was its nine-week length. While we were able to unpack a great deal in that time, there was 
still so much left to dive into further; so much more to ask, and so much more to say. Alas, all 
good things must come to an end, but through our ethnodrama, the stories of the Blackgirls’ 
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TIMELINE OF DATA COLLECTION 
 
Month Week # Session Structure 
June 2020 
1 Focus Group Interviews 1 & 2 
Life Note Composition  
Semi-structured Individual Follow-up Interviews 1 & 2 (per participant) 
2 Focus Group Interviews 3 & 4 
Life Note Composition  
Semi-structured Individual Follow-up Interviews 3 & 4 (per participant) 
July 2020 
3 Focus Group Interviews 5 & 6 
Life Note Composition  
Semi-structured Individual Follow-up Interviews 5 & 6 (per participant) 
4 Focus Group Interviews 7 & 8 
Life Note Composition  
Semi-structured Individual Follow-up Interviews 7 & 8 (per participant) 
5 Focus Group Interviews 9 & 10 
Life Note Composition  
Semi-structured Individual Follow-up Interviews 9 & 10 (per participant) 
6 Focus Group Interviews 11 & 12 
Life Note Composition  
Semi-structured Individual Follow-up Interviews 11 & 12 (per participant) 
August 2020 
7 Data Analysis 
Participatory Ethnodrama Composition 
8 Data Analysis 
Participatory Ethnodrama Composition 
9 Data Analysis 






















My name is Cathryn Devereaux and I am a doctoral student in the department of 
Curriculum and Teaching at Teachers College, Columbia University. I am looking for 
participants for my study and would like to ask you to consider volunteering. I am writing my 
dissertation on Black girls’ experiences from kindergarten through high school. I have been a 
teacher for seven years and I have been working on this study at Teachers College for the past 
year. 
 
To conduct this study, I am looking for high school aged girls who identify as Black, and 
who currently attend an alternative school. This is a focus group study, and I would be asking 
you to participate in 18 group meetings (about 90 minutes each) with the other participants and 
me over the course of 9 weeks (2 per week). During each of the first 12 meetings, you will be 
asked to participate in a focus group interview for 60 minutes, a creative writing activity of your 
choice for 25 minutes, and an individual check-in interview for 5 minutes During the final six 
group meetings, I will help you and the other participants to organize your creative pieces into 
categories and themes, and then use the creative pieces to write a play together about how Black 
girls’ experience school and what can be done to best support them. All group meetings will be 
conducted at your school. I’m planning to conduct the study throughout the Spring of 2020. 
 
The interviews will be audio-taped (with your permission) and transcribed (typed up) for use in 
my study. However, your name and personal information will never be revealed; the 
transcriptions and the final write-up of the study would use a pseudonym (fake name) so that 
your identity is hidden. 
 
Please let me know if you would be willing to volunteer for this study. Thank you very much for 
your consideration and potential support! If you have any questions or you would like to hear 
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Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York, NY 10027 
Teachers College: 212-678-3000 






ASSENT FORM FOR MINORS & PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 
 
 
Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 
212-678-3000 
 
ASSENT FORM FOR MINORS 
 
Protocol Title: School Experiences 





My name is Cathryn Devereaux. I am trying to learn more about Black girls’ experiences in 
schools from kindergarten through high school because I want to help teachers and principals 
make schools better for Black girls.  
 
I am asking you to be in this study because you identify as a Black girl who is in high school. I 
hope to have 4-6 children like you in this research. 
 
If you are in the research, this is what will happen: 
• I will meet with you in a small group of 4-6 girls 
• I will ask you questions about your school experiences between kindergarten and now 
• I will have you do some creative writing (i.e. songs, letters, stories, poems, etc.) to reflect 
on the stories you share about your school experiences  
• I will check in with you one-on-one while you create 
• I will have you listen to some of the creative pieces that other girls in the group want to 
share. 
• I will show you how to come up with categories and themes to organize all the creative 
writing pieces you and the other girls create. 
• We will turn your creative writing pieces into a play about Black girls’ experiences in 
school. 
    
The research will take 9 weeks, and we will meet two times a week for an hour and a half each 
time. 
 
I do not think you personally will be helped by being in this study, but we could learn something 
that will help other children, teachers, and principals make school better for Black girls.  
• Sometimes the questions I ask can make you feel sad, embarrassed, anxious, upset, angry 




Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 
212-678-3000 
ASSENT FORM FOR MINORS 
 
Others in this group may know who you are and the researcher cannot promise that others in the 
groups will keep your participation private. The researcher asks that you respect each other in the 
group and keep all comments made during the group discussion private. Please do not discuss 
what happened during the group discussion outside of the meeting. 
 
Both you and your parent/guardian must agree to you being in the study. Even if your parent or 
guardian says yes, you may still say no, and that is okay. 
 
You do not have to be in this study if you do not want to. Nothing bad will happen to you if you 
say no now or change your mind later after starting the study. You just need to tell me if you 
want to stop being in the study. I will ask you later if you want to stop or if you want to keep 
going. It’s okay to say yes or no.  
 
If you are in the study, you will receive a $45 gift card at the end of the study. It will not cost you 
or your parent/guardian anything to be in this study. 
 
I will keep the information I collect for the study safe and secure. I will not share information 
that has your name on it with people who are not part of the research team, unless I have to.  
 
If you have questions, you can contact the researcher, Cathryn Devereaux, 973-752-5233, 
cas2227@tc.columbia. 
   
If you want to talk to someone else besides the researcher you may contact the Teachers College 






Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 
212-678-3000 




I_______________________ (child’s name) agree to be in this study, titled School Experiences. 
 
What I am being asked to do has been explained to me by Cathryn Devereaux. 
 
I understand what I am being asked to do and I know that if I have any questions, I can ask  
Cathryn Devereaux at any time. I know that I can quit this study whenever I want to and it is 
















PARENTAL PERMISSION FORM 
 
 
Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 
212-678-3000 
 
PARENTAL PERMISSION FORM 
 
Protocol Title: School Experiences 





Your child is being invited to participate in this research study called School Experiences. Your 
child may qualify to take part in this research study because she is enrolled in an alternative high 
school and she identifies as a Black girl. If she is presently participating in another study, she 
cannot be part of this study. Approximately 4-6 girls will participate in this study and the 
sessions will take 90 minutes of your child’s time twice a week for 9 weeks. 
 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 
This study is being done to determine how educators can best support Black girls in schools by 
exploring Black girls’ firsthand accounts of their elementary, middle, and high school 
experiences as well as their thoughts and opinions about how their needs can be met more 
effectively. 
 
WHAT WILL MY CHILD BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE THAT MY CHILD CAN 
TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 
If you decide to allow your child to take part in this study, the primary researcher or one of the 
research assistants will interview your child in a series of focus group interviews with the other 
3-5 girls participating.  
 
During the group interview your child will be asked to discuss her feelings about school, her 
school experiences in elementary, middle, and high school, and her vision for what school should 
be like to best meet her needs. The questions that will be asked are geared at both positive and 
negative experiences that your child may have had in school. The questions that deal with 
negative experiences may cause your child to feel sensitive or to have some discomfort. I am 
asking your child her opinion about these matters to get background information about her, to 
understand how she has experienced school, and to draw connections to the ways that other 
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The focus group interviews will take about 60 minutes, and will be followed by 30 minutes of 
independent reflective creative writing in whatever format your child chooses (a poem, song, 
journal entry, story, letter, etc.). All data collected will be de-identified by attaching a 
pseudonym (fake name) or code to the data. Because this is a focus group, others in this group 
may know the identity of your child. Therefore, the researcher cannot promise that others in the 
groups will keep your child’s participation private. The researcher will ask that your child and 
others respect one other in the group and keep all comments made during the group discussion 
private. The researcher will remind all participants to not discuss what happened during the 
group meeting outside of the group. 
 
After each group interview session, while your child is writing, I will conduct an individual 
interview with her for about 5 minutes to check in, get clarity on what she shared in the group 
interviews, and support her reflective writing process. After six weeks of group interview 
sessions, twice per week, your child will share the reflections of her choice, hear the reflections 
of the other girls participating. Together, they will analyze their reflections and come up with 
themes that connect their experiences. Using these themes and their creative reflections, your 
child and the other girls participating will write a play about how Black girls’ experience school 
and what can be done to best support them. This will take during the final six sessions of the 
study. 
 
This entire process will take nine weeks and will consist of 18 sessions (2 sessions per week) 
lasting 90 minutes long. All of these procedures will be done at your child’s school at a time that 
is determined by your child’s principal so as not to impinge on instructional time. All interviews 
and discussions will be audio-recorded. After the recorded interview is written down the original 
recording will be deleted. If you do not wish your child to be audio-recorded, your child will not 
be able to participate. 
 
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN MY CHILD EXPECT FROM 
TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 
This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that your child may 
experience are not greater than what your child would ordinarily encounter in daily life while 
taking routine physical or psychological examinations or tests. Your child might feel 
embarrassed, anxious, upset or angry about discussing problems in school, however, your child 
does not have to answer any questions or divulge anything that she doesn’t want to talk about. 
Your child can stop participating in the study at any time without penalty. You might feel 
concerned that things your child might say might get back to her teacher. The principal 
investigator is taking precautions to keep your child’s information confidential and prevent 
anyone from discovering what she has said or their identity, such as using a pseudonym (fake 
name) or code instead of their name and keeping all information on a password protected 
computer and locked in a file drawer. 
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WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN MY CHILD EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN 
THIS STUDY? 
Your child may benefit from participating in this study by being able to learn how to analyze and 
code data by working directly with the principal investigator over three weeks during the data 
analysis stage. During those three weeks of data analysis, your child will also learn about and 
gain experience playwriting, as she actively participates in converting the data collected into a 
playscript. Additionally, participation may benefit the fields of educational leadership, teaching, 
and teacher education to better understand the best ways for educators to support and meet the 
needs of Black girls in K-12 schools.  
 
WILL MY CHILD BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? 
Your child will not be paid to participate but she will receive a small gift card for her time. There 
are no costs to you for your child’s taking part in this study. 
 
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN MY CHILD LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT 
ENDS? 
The study is over after 18 group sessions which will be divided up into 9 weeks (2 sessions per 
week).  
However, your child can leave the study at any time even if she hasn’t completed all 18 sessions. 
Your child will still receive a small gift card in the amount of $2.50 per completed sessions. 
 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CHILD’S CONFIDENTIALITY 
The investigator will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office. Any 
electronic or digital information (including audio recordings) will be stored on a computer that is 
password protected. What is on the audio recording will be written down and the audio recording 
will then be destroyed. There will be no record matching your child’s real name with her 
pseudonym (fake name). Research data concerning children will be kept for five years. 
 
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED? 
The results of this study may be published in journals and presented at academic conferences. 
The playscript created in the study will be produced and directed by the principal investigator, 
performed by local actors, and used as a professional development for educators and school 
districts. Your child’s name or any identifying information about your child will not be 
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CONSENT FOR AUDIO RECORDING 
Audio recording is part of this research study. You can choose whether to give permission for 
your child to be recorded. If you decide that you don’t wish your child be recorded, she will not 
be able to participate in this research study. 
 
______I give my consent for my child to be recorded __________________________________ 
        Signature 
 
______I do not consent for my child to be recorded ____________________________________ 
        Signature 
 
WHO MAY VIEW MY CHILD’S PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 
____ I consent to allow my child’s written and audio taped materials viewed at an educational  
 
setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College __________________________________ 
        Signature 
_____I do not consent to allow my child’s written and audio taped materials viewed outside of  
 
Teachers College, Columbia University _____________________________________________ 
        Signature 
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 
If you have any questions about the study or your child’s taking part in this research study, you 
should contact the primary researcher, Cathryn Devereaux, at 973-752-5233 or at 
cas2227@tc.columbia.edu. 
 
If you have questions or concerns about your child’s rights as a research subject, you should 
contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 212-678-4105 or email IRB@tc.edu. Or you can 
write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 
10027, and box 151. The IRB is the committee that oversees human research protection at 







Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 
212-678-3000 





• I have read and discussed the informed consent with the investigator. I have had ample 
opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks and benefits regarding 
this research study. 
• I understand that my child’s participation is voluntary. I may refuse to allow my child to 
participate or withdraw participation at any time without penalty. 
• The investigator may withdraw my child from the research if they feel that he or she is 
not able to complete all parts of the study or if my child becomes severely distressed from 
the study. 
• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been developed 
becomes available which may relate to my willingness to allow my child to continue 
participation, the investigator will provide this information to me. 
• Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies my child will 
not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as 
specifically required by law. 
• I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document. 
 
My signature means that I agree to allow my child participate in this study: 
 
Child’s name: __________________________________________________________ 
 
Print Parent or guardian’s name: _________________________________________ 
 





Print Parent or guardian’s name: _________________________________________ 
 










FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW THEMES AND QUESTIONS 
Week One 
Warming Up: Thoughts and Feelings about School 
● How do you feel about school? Why? Have you always felt this way? If not, when did 
things change for you? What do you think the purpose of school is? What do you think 
the purpose of school should be? Why? What is one story you have about school? 
 
● How do you feel about teachers? Why? Have you always felt this way? If not, when did 
things change for you? What do you think their job is? What do you think their job 
should be? Why? What is one story you have about a teacher? 
 
● How do you feel about principals? Why? Have you always felt this way? If not, when did 
things change for you? What do you think their job is? What do you think their job 
should be? Why? What is one story you have about a principal? 
 
● How do you feel about yourself? Why? Have you always felt this way? If not, when did 
things change for you? What do you think your job [as a student] is? What do you think 
your job [as a student] should be? Why? What is one story you have about yourself as a 
student? 
Week Two 
Past Experiences in Schools: The Elementary Years (K-5) 
School 
● How many elementary schools did you attend? How would you describe your elementary 
school(s)? What do you remember most about elementary school? What did you like 
most? What did you dislike? How do you feel about your elementary school experience? 
Would you describe it as positive? Negative? Both? Neither? Why? 
 
People 
● Who were the most memorable people [adults] in your elementary school(s)? What made 
them memorable? What is one memory you have of them? Who [which adult] did you 
have the closest relationship(s) with in your elementary school? How would you describe 
that relationship? Why do you think you became so close? How do you think that 
impacted your elementary school experience? If you could say something to that person 
today, what would it be? What do you wish they knew back then? What would you want 
them to know now? 
 
Teachers 
● How would you describe your favorite elementary school teacher(s)? What made the 
teacher(s) your favorite? What is one memory you have of them? How would you 
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describe your least favorite elementary school teacher(s)? What made the teacher(s) your 
least favorite? What is one memory you have of them?  If you could say something to 
them today, what would it be? What do you wish they knew back then? What would you 
want them to know now? Why? 
 
Principals 
● How would you describe your elementary school principal(s)? How would you describe 
the relationship you had with your elementary school principal(s)? Would you describe it 
as positive? Negative? Both? Neither? Why? How would you describe the interactions 
you had with your elementary school principal(s)? Would you describe them as positive? 
Negative? Both? Neither? Why? What is one memory you have of the principal(s)? If 
you could say something to them today, what would it be? What do you wish they knew 
back then? What would you want them to know now? Why? 
 
Self 
● Thinking back on your elementary years, how would you describe yourself? How were 
you as a student? What was your personality like? How did your personality reflect or 
conflict with what other people in your elementary school wanted you to be like? Do you 
think your personality made it easier or harder for you to survive elementary school? 
How so?  
 
● In what ways did you feel understood at your elementary school? In what ways did you 
feel misunderstood? Who were the people that understood you the most? Why do you 
think they understood you? Who were the people that understood you the least? Why do 
you think they didn’t understand you? Did you feel a sense of belonging when you were 
in elementary school? Why or why not? What is one memory you have of this? 
 
● In what ways do you feel like your elementary school(s) supported you? In what ways do 
you feel like your elementary school(s) didn’t support you? In what ways do you feel like 
your elementary school should have supported you more? 
 
● If you could say something to your elementary school self today, what would it be? What 
do you wish you knew back then? What would you want your elementary school self to 
know now? Why? 
 
Prescriptions 
● What do you wish people in your elementary school knew/understood about you back 
then? What would have made your elementary school experience better? How do you 
think your elementary school could have best supported other Blackgirls like you? What 
should elementary school teachers do to make school better for Blackgirls like you? What 
should elementary school principals do to make school better for Blackgirls like you? 
What should educational leaders, who run schools and school districts, know about your 





Past Experiences in Schools: The Middle School Years (6-8) 
School 
● How many middle schools did you attend? How would you describe your middle 
school(s)? What do you remember most about middle school? What did you like most? 
What did you dislike? How do you feel about your middle school experience? Would you 
describe it as positive? Negative? Both? Neither? Why? 
 
General People 
● Who were the most memorable people [adults] in your middle school(s)? What made 
them memorable? What is one memory you have of them? Who [which adult] did you 
have the closest relationship(s) with in your middle school? How would you describe that 
relationship? Why do you think you became so close? How do you think that impacted 
your middle school experience? If you could say something to that person today, what 




● How would you describe your favorite middle school teacher(s)? What made the 
teacher(s) your favorite? What is one memory you have of them? How would you 
describe your least favorite middle school teacher(s)? What made the teacher(s) your 
least favorite? What is one memory you have of them? If you could say something to 
them today, what would it be? What do you wish they knew back then? What would you 
want them to know now? Why? 
 
Principals 
● How would you describe your middle school principal(s)? How would you describe the 
relationship you had with your middle school principal(s)? Would you describe it as 
positive? Negative? Both? Neither? Why? How would you describe the interactions you 
had with your middle school principal(s)? Would you describe them as positive? 
Negative? Both? Neither? Why? What is one memory you have of the principal(s)? If 
you could say something to them today, what would it be? What do you wish they knew 
back then? What would you want them to know now? Why? 
 
Self 
● Thinking back on your middle school years, how would you describe yourself? How 
were you as a student? What was your personality like? Did your personality change at 
all from elementary school to middle school? If so, how did it change and why do you 
think you changed? How did your personality reflect or conflict with what other people 
in your middle school wanted you to be like? Do you think your personality made it 
easier or harder for you to survive middle school? How so? 
 
● In what ways did you feel understood at your middle school? In what ways did you feel 
misunderstood? Who were the people that understood you the most? Why do you think 
they understood you? Who were the people that understood you the least? Why do you 
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think they didn’t understand you? Did you feel a sense of belonging when you were in 
middle school? Why or why not? What is one memory you have of this? 
 
● In what ways do you feel like your middle school(s) supported you? In what ways do you 
feel like your middle school(s) didn’t support you? In what ways do you feel like your 
middle school should have supported you more? 
 
● If you could say something to your middle school self today, what would it be? What do 




● What do you wish people in your middle school knew/understood about you back then? 
What would have made your middle school experience better? How do you think your 
middle school could have best supported other Blackgirls like you? What should middle 
school teachers do to make school better for Blackgirls like you? What should middle 
school principals do to make school better for Blackgirls like you? What should 
educational leaders, who run schools and school districts, know about your middle school 
experiences and needs? 
 
Week Four 
Past Meets Present Experiences in Schools: The High School Years (9-12) 
School 
● How many high schools have you attended? How would you describe your high 
school(s)? What has been most memorable about high school? What do you like most? 
What do you dislike? How do you feel about your high school experience so far? Would 
you describe it as positive? Negative? Both? Neither? Why? 
 
General People 
● Who have been the most memorable people [adults] in your high school(s)? What makes 
them memorable? What is one memory you have of them? Who [which adult] do you 
have the closest relationship(s) with in your high school? How would you describe that 
relationship? Why do you think you became so close? How do you think that has 
impacted your high school experience? If you talk openly and honestly to them today, 
what would you say? What do you wish they knew about you? Why? 
 
Teachers 
● How would you describe your favorite high school teacher(s)? Why is that teacher your 
favorite? What is one memory you have of them? How would you describe your least 
favorite high school teacher(s)? Why is that teacher your least favorite? What is one 
memory you have of them? If your world was perfect, what would you want your 
teachers to be like? If you talk openly and honestly to them today, what would you say? 





● How would you describe your high school principal(s)? How would you describe the 
relationship you have with your high school principal(s)? Would you describe it as 
positive? Negative? Both? Neither? Why? How would you describe the interactions 
you’ve had with your high school principal(s)? Would you describe them as positive? 
Negative? Both? Neither? Why? What is one memory you have of the principal(s)? If 
your world was perfect, what would you want your principal(s) to be like? If you talk 
openly and honestly to them today, what would you say? What do you wish they knew 
about you? Why? 
 
Self 
● Thinking about your high school years, how would you describe yourself? How are you 
as a student? What is your personality like? Has your personality changed at all from 
middle school to high school? If so, how did it change, and why do you think you’ve 
changed? What do you think your teachers and principals want you to be like? Does your 
personality match that? Do you think your personality makes it easier or harder for you to 
survive high school?  
 
● In what ways have you felt understood in high school? In what ways have you felt 
misunderstood? Who are the people that understood you the most? Why do you think 
they understand you? Who are the people that understand you the least? Why do you 
think they don’t understand you? Do you feel a sense of belonging in school? Why or 
why not? What is one memory you have of this? 
 
● In what ways do you feel like your high school(s) supports you? In what ways do you 
feel like your high school(s) doesn’t support you? In what ways do you feel like your 
high school should support you more? 
 
● If you had an open and honest conversation with yourself today [about school], what 
would you say? Why? 
 
Prescriptions 
● What do you wish people in your high school knew/understood about you? What would 
make your high school experience better? How do you think your high school could best 
support other Blackgirls like you? What should high school teachers do to make school 
better for Blackgirls like you? What should high school principals do to make school 
better for Blackgirls like you? What should educational leaders, who run schools and 
school districts, know about your high school experiences and needs? 
 
Week Five 
Past and Present Experiences in Schools: Stories to Sum it All Up 
● If you could write a book of your journey through school up to this point, which stories 
would you tell? Which stories capture the essence of your school history? Which of your 
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stories tell it best?  
 
● What would the title of your book be? What genre would it be (mystery, love, horror, 
poetry, suspense, thriller, inspirational, adventure, fairy tale, etc.)? Why might your book 
be important? Who would you want to read it? Why? Do you think your book could have 
an impact on how schools are run in the future? Why? 
 
● After thinking through your past and present experiences in schools, what do you think 
are the most important parts of your story for educators to hear? Why? 
 
Week Six 
Turning to the Future: Visions and Prescriptions for Schooling 
School 
● What do you think a school must be like in order to fulfill the needs of Blackgirls? Based 
on your past experiences, do you feel that your old schools have [done right by you] 
fulfilled your needs? Why do you feel this way? In what ways do you think your old 
schools have gotten things right for you? In what ways do you think your old schools 
have failed you?  
 
● If you could paint the picture of a perfect school, what would it be like? Why? 
 
Teachers 
● What do you think teachers must be like (and must do) in order to fulfill the needs of 
Blackgirls? Based on your past experiences, do you feel that your teachers have [done 
right by you] fulfilled your needs? Why do you feel this way? In what ways do you think 
your teachers have gotten things right for you? In what ways do you think your teachers 
have failed you?  
 
● If you could paint the picture of perfect teachers, what would they be like? Why? 
 
Principals 
● What do you think principals should be like (and must do) in order to fulfill the needs of 
Blackgirls? Based on your past experiences, do you feel that your principals have [done 
right by you] fulfilled your needs? Why do you feel this way? In what ways do you think 
your principals have gotten things right for you? In what ways do you think your 
principals have failed you?  
 
● If you could paint the picture of perfect principals, what would it be like? Why? 
 
Educational Leaders  
● As people who run schools and school districts, what changes do you think educational 






● If you had to do school all over from the beginning, what might you do differently? What 







LIFE NOTES COMPOSITION PROTOCOL 
Transition: Thank you all for participating in today’s focus group session. I appreciate you for 
being so open and honest about your thoughts and experiences. Since our discussion is fresh in 
your minds, I’d like you to take this time to reflect on the things you shared and the things you 
didn’t share that are related to the conversation.  
 
Task: Based on our conversation, I want to invite you to write an entry in your journals in 
whatever way feels natural to you (a letter, poem, song, story, diary reflection, etc.) that tells 
your story about today’s topic. This entry is about you, your voice and your story, so feel free to 
express yourself however you want or need to. You can write about what you shared in the 
conversation, what you thought about, or new things that came up for you during or after. This is 
your space to do with what you choose. Be creative. Be free. You’ll have 30 minutes to work on 
your entry, and you can always revisit the entry you work on today during later sessions if you 
want to. After the session, I will take your journals with me and store them in a locked file 
cabinet in my home, and bring them back each time we meet. Go forth and create! 
 
Individually, as needed: If writing in your journal doesn’t feel right for you today, is there 
another way that you’d like to express yourself?  
 
Individually, as needed: Since our session is ending, if you want to continue working on this, you 
can keep working on it on a separate sheet of paper and then during our next session, bring it 
with you and we’ll staple it into your journal. 
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Closing: Our session is coming to a close, but before we wrap, I’d like to invite you to respond 
to any of these four prompts if they feel right for you. Feel free to jump right in with a response. 
No need to raise your hand. Let’s just respect and honor what we all have to say and feel led to 
contribute. 
“I was struck by...” 
“I found myself wondering...” 
“I see a connection to this and...” 
“I’d like to continue the conversation by...”  
 
Thank you all! See you at our next session! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
